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By Michelle Marquand

Ro Laren breathed the night air, smelling the clover and sweet thistle mixed with the fragrant apple blossoms that perfumed the Janeway’s property. Jenny Wildman smiled as they wandered into the apple orchard, pointing to a stack of freshly cut firewood. It sat in symmetrical rows, arranged with laser precision.

“I bet Kieran did that,” she commented to Laren, squeezing the Bajoran’s hand in her own. “She loves to chop wood. Says it’s therapeutic for taking out your hostilities.”

Laren grinned appreciatively at the split logs. “Maybe I should take it up, then,” she smarted half-seriously. “How are you doing, Averone? You’ve had quite a day,” she added sympathetically, pulling them up short beneath a large tree that was lush with apple blossoms. Laren unconsciously breathed in the scent of the flowers, and wondered how long it would be until fruit appeared on the trees. She remembered from her Academy days that Autumn was apple picking time, and apple cider appeared in all the markets every October.

Jenny sighed and leaned her head against Laren’s shoulder. It had been nearly two months ago that Laren and Joely Winfield had rescued she and Emily from the Cardassian prison camp, but the past two months seemed like a surreal dream to her. She had often felt that she was outside herself, watching her life go by, rather than connected to her body and her feelings and thoughts. “You know how Amy Scott told us I was having dissociative tendencies,” she explained. “Well, today was like that. During my testimony. The longer I talked the less I felt connected to the experience.”

Laren kissed Jenny’s soft brown hair protectively, noting the way it framed her face. “Naomi told us that’s a defense mechanism. It’s normal at this stage of your recovery,” she assured her lover. 

“Yeah,” Jenny agreed, “but the only time I feel connected to my emotions at all is when I’m with you. It’s frightening, Laren,” she urged her Bajoran lover to understand. “Being dissociated feels comfortable, it feels safe.” She stared intently at the older woman, watching the crisscross of light on her cheeks as it filtered through the apple trees.

“And I’m throwing a spanner in the works?” she asked gently, her dark eyes the only indication of the hurt she felt. 

Jenny gazed into those eyes, wishing she could say otherwise, but was compelled to tell the truth. “Yes. You have no idea what a struggle it is to keep letting myself feel with you, to let myself trust you. It’s like there’s this island in a sea of turmoil, but I know I can’t stay on the island. I have to deal with the turmoil, and that means jumping in the waves. Only I don’t know how to do both,” she floundered to explain.

“Both?” Laren asked, touching Jenny’s cheek. 

“I don’t know how to keep my feet on the sand and still deal with the turmoil,” she admitted. “I’m pretty sure I have to jump into the water completely to heal.”

Laren kissed her briefly, digesting her words. “How about if I swim with you?” she finally asked, trying to go with the metaphor.

Jenny shook her head slowly. “I don’t think it works that way, Jitalia,” she said consolingly. “It’s my turmoil. I don’t really know how to make you part of it, and I don’t think I want to.” Jenny ran her hands gently over Laren’s shoulders, smoothing the fabric that covered them.

“Then I’ll wait on the island for you to come up for air, Jen. Only don’t be gone too long, okay?” she asked uncertainly. 

Jenny’s frost-white eyes puddled with tears momentarily. “I don’t think I have any control over how long it takes, Laren,” she said fearfully. “And I think what I have to face is going to be very ugly. At least, it was for Kit, and there are times when I don’t think she’s even half-begun the process,” Jenny observed, pulling away from her lover.

Laren grabbed a tree branch over head, hanging from it, feeling the muscles in her shoulders supporting her. “What makes you say that? Kit seems fine, to me,” she replied, puzzled. 

“That’s because you don’t know her like I do,” Jenny supplied, watching Laren as she began to swing her legs. “The fact that she had an affair with you at all tells me she isn’t entirely together.”

Laren jumped away from the tree, brushing the bark fragments from her hands. “Jen, that’s ludicrous. How is Kit loving me any different from her having two wives?” she implored, reaching for Jenny’s hands. “You make it sound like there are lines where there aren’t any that I can see,” she argued. 

Jenny grinned ruefully. “That’s because you don’t understand the fanu’tremu, Ja’Clu. There are very distinct lines, only because the fanu’tremu is alien to you, you don’t see them. Trust me when I tell you that Kit has her residual demons, and her insecurities, mostly instilled in her when her Uncle Kenny abused her. Those insecurities are what drove her to seek you out. They are what made her look outside our marriage for more than Emily and I were offering.” Jenny resumed their walk toward the pond, letting Laren consider what Jenny had said. 

“It’s confusing,” Laren finally said. “What’s the difference between an affair that’s motivated by the wrong reasons and simply welcoming another person into the inclusive relationship? How do you know the difference?” she inquired, not entirely convinced Jenny knew what she was talking about. She listened to the faint sigh of the breeze in the cowslips blooming along the marsh nearly drown out by the frogs chirping. 

Jenny slipped an arm around Laren’s shoulders, hugging her as they walked along the dirt path. “The primary difference would be that Kit made a unilateral decision to bring you into the mix, instead of telling us or getting our input and consent. Not that she needed our consent, really,” Jenny struggled to voice what she meant. “What I mean is, ordinarily it would be discussed, negotiated, long before anything sexual occurred. Kieran and Naomi had decided well before they approached Robin or Lenara that if the opportunity arose to bring both women into their relationship, they would consider it. So it wasn’t any violation of their bond when Naomi became Robbie’s lover. Kit should have told Emily and I what she was going to do.”

Laren let out a short bark of laughter. “Like you would’ve said ‘oh, sure, Kit, go ahead.’ Come on, Jen.” 

“It would have depended largely upon when Kit asked,” Jenny retorted. “And how. Truthfully, and Amy Scott has validated this for both Emily and I, the way that Kit went about it was just a way to sabotage the marriage. It probably wasn’t conscious, but it was sabotage.” She stopped beside the pond and stooped down to untie her shoes. “I’m going for a swim,” she announced.

“Are you insane, Corey? The water is like ice!” Laren protested. 

Jenny chuckled. “I’m from a cold climate. And besides,” she added seriously, “I want to feel something—something besides my feelings for you.”

Laren quirked an eyebrow. “And painfully cold temperatures qualify?”

Jenny ignored Laren’s sarcastic tone and shucked her clothing, diving into the pond. The briskness of the water shocked her system, but she reveled in the sensation of numbing cold. Jenny marveled at the way her nerve endings reacted, how they could be numb and painful all at the same time. Jenny vaguely recalled something Kate Pulaski had described in a field medical class, something called the mammalian diving reflex that occurred in humans when they were suddenly immersed in cold water. Vasoconstriction at the extremities, she knew, accounted for the numbness and pain in her fingertips and toes. Her body was trying to conserve oxygen and heat by shunting blood to the trunk of her body and to her brain, to preserve the vital organs. Her heart slowed, and she wondered how long she would need to stay submerged before the thoracic shift of blood would come. Kate had told her students at the Academy that this autonomic response was what allowed humans to go without oxygen for longer periods of time. Jenny thought about the icy waters of Tau Ceti, and how long Edward Janeway and Justin Tighe could have survived without brain damage after their craft sank into the oceans. 

Jenny surfaced and began swimming for the opposite side of the pond, though her chest was constricted and breathing was difficult in the coolness of the spring water. Even in Summer the vent of natural water coming into the pond was bracing, but now it was brutal. Jenny didn’t care. She lost the feeling in her hands, except for the pins and needles sensation that had begun. Jenny considered the discomfort in a detached sort of way, with the faint realization that self-mutilatory behavior in psychotic patients must feel like this, forcing them to connect to reality with a confrontational slap. 

Ro Laren paced on the bank, trying to convince herself that Jenny would not induce hypothermia just for the experience of it, but she worried at her bottom lip, nervous and anxious for Jenny to swim back. Humans, she knew, became hypothermic at 35 degrees Celsius at their core temperature. She stopped pacing momentarily, trying to recall where she had learned that tidbit, unable to retrieve the source. She also knew 27 degrees Celsius was usually fatal. What she wasn’t sure about was whether water slightly warmer than those temperatures could still create hypothermic conditions in a human body. She didn’t have to wonder much longer, because Jenny began the methodical swim toward the bank just as Laren was about to go in after her. 

She emerged from the pond dripping water, but ran her hands down her body like a squeegee to minimize the overflow. “Refreshing,” she said through chattering teeth, grinning triumphantly at her Bajoran lover.

“You’re a whack-job, you know that?” Laren asked, irritated. “Get your clothes on before you freeze to death, Lieutenant,” she barked in her command tone.

Jenny planted her hands on her hips. “You’re pulling rank on me?” she demanded, outraged at the thought. “We’re not on duty,” she replied defiantly, not reaching for her clothing. 

Laren snatched it up off the ground. “What’s gotten into you?” she retorted. “The ghost of Lon Suder?” Laren thrust Jenny’s clothes at her authoritatively, her eyes flashing a warning.

Jenny studied the garments, debating whether to capitulate. She set her jaw and spun on her heel, marching in the direction of the Janeway’s farmhouse, buck naked. “I don’t like to be emotionally manipulated, and I don’t expect my lover to boss me around, either,” she called out over her shoulder, storming away. 

Laren ran after her. “It was hardly manipulative! It was a reasonable request,” she asserted angrily, bewildered by the sudden irrational battle of wills that had erupted. “Damn it, Jen, I love you. I don’t want anything to make you sick,” she insisted, grabbing Jenny’s arm to arrest her forward motion. “Prophets,” she breathed, frightened now. “You’re cold as a corpse, Averone,” she forgot to be angry in her concern. 

“I’m fine,” Jenny shot back, yanking her arm free. “Leave me alone. I’m a grown woman, Laren, not some child you’re babysitting,” she half-shouted at her lover, resuming her tramp to the Janeway’s property. She walked right into the guest house, as if Kathryn and Seven weren’t sitting there in the living room, went into their ensuite, and ran a hot shower. 

“What the hell?” Kathryn asked, flummoxed that a naked woman had just let herself into their house and helped herself to their bathroom. 

Seven jumped off the couch and ran to the ensuite door. “Jenny!” she called out, knocking on the door. “Are you all right?”

No answer.

“Jenny, can I please come in?” Seven tried again. 

“If you must,” Jenny acquiesced, stepping under the hot water spray that thundered from the showerhead above her. She ran her hands down the ceramic tile, studying the grout that held the tiles together, mind wholly detached. 

Seven let herself in the ensuite, not certain what to do now that she was inside. “Are you all right?” she asked meekly, electric blue eyes filled with obvious concern.

“Perfectly,” Jenny said, sticking her head out the shower door. “Why?”

Seven studied her. “Well, your lips are blue, for one thing. But other than that, you just walked through my living room naked and let yourself into my bathroom without asking if we minded. Why were you naked in the first place? No, wait, don’t answer that,” she amended, waving her hand as if to forestall the answer she feared.

Jenny looked at the Borg as if she’d lost her mind. “I was cold, so I got in the shower. I’m sorry, Seven, I really didn’t think about it being your house,” she added apologetically. “I was swimming in the pond,” she concluded, as if her response was perfectly logical.

Seven fretted inwardly. “Of course we don’t mind, Jenny,” she assured her, “but it was a bit of a surprise to see you without your clothes. Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked. 

“I’m fine,” Jenny replied. “Just cold. Maybe a little dazed from how cold the water was,” she offered. “I’ll be out in a second.”

“I’ll get you a clean towel and some clothes,” Seven said, still off-balance. 

“That won’t be necessary,” Laren put in, stepping into the bathroom. “I followed her. These are her clothes.” She handed the bundle to Seven and left the guest house as abruptly as she had arrived. 

Kathryn tried to stop Laren long enough to ask what was going on, but Laren waved her off and was halfway across the property before Kathryn could compose a thought. Kathryn understood the look on Laren’s face, and knew that the Bajoran was angry. Whatever the young lovers had argued about, Laren was in no frame of mind to discuss it.

_____________

Katie Torres sat on the couch in her quarters, terrified sweat running down her back, panting and trying to catch her breath. She could still feel Detara’s hands gripping her, shaking her, and she could smell Detara’s breath, soured by qagh and bloodwine as Detara hissed in Katie’s face. She trembled uncontrollably, her Klingon features drawn with her fear, brow ridges throbbing with a stress-induced headache. 

Detara killed Ja’Kir’s father, Katie repeated inside her head over and over. And now P’Arth knows it. Will she tell Ja’Kir? Let him claim his vengeance? Katie doubted it. P’Arth would want to avoid reopening that wound at all costs. And the Empire’s history was replete with assassinations for the acquisition of power, so Mor’dehK’s death was hardly remarkable. The information weighed on Katie’s mind like a ton of duranium, but worse than the knowledge about Mor’dehK was the threat that Detara had made against Katie. Katie knew in the darkest recesses of her soul that Klingons did not make idle threats. 

She considered waking her mother up, but telling B'Elanna would require her to admit she had been out of their quarters when she wasn’t supposed to be. And she wasn’t allowed to leave the ship, either, so she couldn’t go to Kieran. Besides, Detara had threatened to kill Kieran. Katie considered everything she’d learned that night, including that Detara had already murdered, and that P’Arth had been allegedly blood bonded to Kieran Wildman at some point. Katie wondered how that was even possible. Perhaps, she decided, it was an insult Detara had made against P’Arth, and P’Arth simply agreed with it out of disgust. Surely, a Klingon as honorable as P’Arth, who was a member of the Order of Bat’leths, would not have blood bonded with a human being, and especially not one so weak as Kieran Wildman. 

Her comm badge chirped, and she went into the bathroom so no one would hear her talking. 

“What do you want, Ja’Kir?” she demanded impatiently. “I waited for you in your room, and you never came.”

Ja’Kir bit his lip fretfully. “I’m sorry. I was in sickbay, and couldn’t get away from the EMH,” he explained. “I twisted an ankle in the holodeck this afternoon, and had to have some treatments. I didn’t mean to stand you up. I would’ve hailed you but I was afraid E might overhear us and tell your parents we were planning to meet. Can you come now? No one’s here.” 

Katie considered. The last thing she wanted was to risk another encounter with Detara. But Detara would not likely return to P’Arth’s quarters, not after being banished, and certainly not after being detected once already. And besides, Ja’Kir always made their time together special. “Okay,” she finally decided. “Give me a few minutes.”

Katie splashed cold water on her face, staring into the mirror. She sincerely doubted that B'Elanna or Kieran could protect her from Detara, or from any Klingon warrior, for that matter; and that meant she was vulnerable. If Detara could orchestrate Mor’dehK’s death, and keep it from a warrior as cunning as P’Arth, how could a mere human like Kieran Wildman outwit such a ruthless assassin? Even B'Elanna’s Klingon heritage was no match for the likes of Detara, especially since B'Elanna eschewed the legacy of her ancestry. 

Katie patted her face dry, gazing at the hollow expression of the dark skinned girl that reflected back to her in the mirror. She would never say a word to anyone. Honorable or not, silence was her only hope of survival. 

____________

Keh’grang’s face held no hope as he returned to his quarters where Detara awaited him, and Keh’grang felt his eight-chambered heart thundering in his chest as he replayed his argument with P’Arth in his mind. 

“Did you talk to her?” Detara demanded without a greeting for her lover. Her face was dark as a thundercloud, her brow ridges fairly twitching with agitation.

“Yes. It was exactly as you predicted. She will not honor her promise to me,” Keh’grang replied tersely. “I had thought better of her. I thought she was an honorable woman.” He sat down at the dining table, the energy draining from his posture.

Detara sneered. “I knew she was not,” she hissed. “She never had the slightest intention of freeing us, or giving us land,” she claimed. “But I have taken care of things,” she said smugly, as though Keh’grang were entirely too incompetent to have ever solved their dilemma.

“What do you mean?” Keh’grang asked, worried at what Detara might have cooked up. 

“We must provide for our child, and I don’t mean he should be born into servitude in the House of Ve’chuk,” she snarled, flailing her arms wildly and pacing the length of the room. “I have formed an alliance with To’Rehkt,” she announced imperiously. “He will give us what P’Arth would not in exchange for our help,” she said darkly, her teeth glittering monstrously.

Keh’grang fidgeted nervously, but he was certainly open to ideas. “What help?”

“He has a plan to bring P’Arth down,” Detara informed him, “and we are an integral part of it. I will explain the details to you as they become available. The journey back to Qo’noS will take forever,” she complained. “And I am afraid to have more than brief communications with To’Rehkt, for now. Once I have arrived back home, he and I will flesh out the details, and then I will be in touch with you. You must be my eyes and ears here, and follow my instructions to the letter, do you understand? You must not fail me Keh’grang—or our son. If we ever want to be free of P’Arth, this is the only way. And then we can be together,” she promised him urgently, joining him at the table.

“To’Rehkt is planning to retain the Chancellorship, then?” he asked. To’Rehkt had become Chancellor pro-tem in P’Arth’s absence, but unless she died or stepped down from the counsel, he would only be a temporary Chancellor. 

“He is,” Detara confirmed. “And I am planning to make P’Arth very sorry for how she has scorned me,” she added angrily. “You will have your instructions soon,” she said softly, the fight gone out of her. “Keh’grang?”

His heart stood still. “Yes?”

Detara swallowed her reluctance. “QamuSHa', BangwIj,” she said with feeling, standing upright and pulling him with her.

Keh’grang felt a thrill run up his spine. Detara loved him. Finally. He let out a rumbling growl, which she returned enthusiastically, an invitation to the conquest of her body. Keh’grang was grateful for the discipline he had learned from P’Arth’s sexual schooling, because the thought of Detara wanting him completely nearly made him lose his seed on the spot. He looked purposefully into her eyes and he shouted the overture that began the Oath. Detara replied in turn, and at long last, Keh’grang knew he had won her over. She was his, and she would bear him a son.

____________

After she had left Kieran Wildman back at Gretchen’s orchard, Emily Wildman had made her way back to the gathering at Naomi’s farmhouse, where the crowd was dwindling. She found her adoptive mother, Lenara Wildman, sitting on a blanket beneath an expansive oak tree, gazing up at the stars peeping between its branches. The leaves were still new, and the air had a nip in it, but everything smelled of Spring. Lenara Wildman was deep in her own thoughts, the vallette at her temples dark with her brooding, until Emily eased down on the blanket beside her.

“Hi, honey,” Lenara said, reaching for Emily’s hand. “You look tired.”

Emily forced a smile. “I am tired. It’s been a long day. For that matter, it’s been a long time since Jenny and I were rescued. I’m tired of being on this planet, tired of this trial and the Cardassians and all of it. Problem is,” she admitted, her dark eyes reflecting her sadness, “I’m really not ready to be back in space again.” Emily wasn’t certain, for that matter, that she ever wanted to go back into space. Yet the idea of staying on Earth made her queasy.

For the thousandth time, the fine-boned Trill wondered what could have happened on Cardassia Prime. She knew now what Jenny had been through, but Emily’s experience was still a secret, as far as Lenara was concerned. She had not doubt that the events Emily had endured were horrific and traumatic, and she wished she could say anything to help Emily vent her anguish. Lenara squeezed her hand sympathetically. “Sweetie, you’ve been through so much, and you’ve hardly said a word to me. You know I’ll listen. You know I love you, and I want to help,” she offered. “It feels like you’ve been avoiding me, Ems.”

Emily rearranged her legs with a sigh, settling the long Trill tunic she wore. Lenara had given her the cream colored silk sheath when Emily had spoken the Prala’prem, which made Emily part of Lenara’s family. “I need to tell you something. And please, Mom, don’t argue with me about this,” she urged the Trill. 

Lenara reached for Emily’s temple, stroking Emily’s tattooed Trill vallette with a gentle hand. “Tell me what?” she asked quietly. 

Emily closed her eyes involuntarily, fighting for control of her emotions. The love in Lenara’s expression was so potent, her concern almost palpable. Emily felt like she was sitting on a seething nest of hornets that she had been trying to contain. She centered herself mentally, letting out a gusty breath of cleansing, forcing herself back to composure. “I’ve asked the tribunal for a closed courtroom tomorrow,” she advised her mother. “No one is going to be allowed to hear my testimony.”

Lenara’s grey green eyes registered the lancing pain that shot through her. “Why would you shut us all out, Emily? Why force yourself through this alone?” she pleaded with her daughter, cupping her pale cheek as tenderly as she would an infant’s. 

Emily set her jaw in resolve. “It’s necessary, and I need you to trust my judgment, Mom. Jenny can’t hear what I have to say, end of story. And it wouldn’t do you a bit of good either,” she added softly. “So please don’t fight me on this, okay?” she requested, face betraying her fear and her pain. 

Lenara struggled inwardly. She knew Emily was desperate to protect Jenny as much as Emily wanted to protect Lenara’s own psyche, and yet she felt as though the instinct to protect either of them was a mistake. Still, she could do nothing to reach Emily. “I do truly wish everyone would stop treating me like a bone china cup,” she said regretfully. “Damn it, Ems, I’m your family. I never want you to think you can’t tell me the truth about your life, no matter how hard it might be to hear it. How can I be part of your support system if you keep me in the dark?” she demanded plaintively, hands outstretched. 

Emily ground her back teeth. “My truth is mine to tell, or not. If I needed to talk I would. This isn’t up for debate, Mom. It’s my choice, and I’m telling you right now, don’t cross this line with me. Promise me,” she insisted, her voice and her demeanor sparking with anger. 

Lenara studied her daughter’s face, the pale skin, the short dark hair, the grim line her lips formed when she was frustrated. Emily had never really trusted her, not with the big things. “I need to ask you something,” she replied, ignoring Emily’s entreaty. 

Emily nodded slowly in agreement.

“Why did you want to be my daughter if you never intended to allow me to truly be your mother?” Lenara asked, eyes filling with tears. 

Emily softened only slightly, and pressed on. “Mom, you’re pregnant. You’re fragile. You can swear up and down you’re not, I don’t care. I am not going to contribute to your stress, and I am not going to be responsible for the death of another child,” she said stubbornly. “You are my mother, and I do allow you to be that for me. That doesn’t mean you need to be privy to every sordid detail of my captivity, or my marriage, or my mental state. Being family, believe it or not, is not carte blanche to invade my privacy. I’m sorry if that hurts you, and I know you want to help, but you just can’t. So let it go,” she flung the words at her mother as she scrambled off the blanket and disappeared into the darkness. 

Responsible for the death of another child? Plural?  Lenara let the words sink in, trying to ascertain their meaning, but the implications eluded her. She could feel Emily’s distress as clearly as she felt her child kicking in her stomach, and her symbiont told her unequivocally that Emily’s affect was all wrong. Lenara could feel her daughter teetering on the edge of a crisis, and her blood ran cold as she remembered the Admin Building on campus. Emily had a tendency to bottle up everything until the impending explosion was life threatening. And Lenara was terrified of the way Emily’s energy felt to her since the rescue. No matter how much she implored the counseling staff to intervene, no one would force the issue with Emily. Only Kieran could order Emily into counseling, or Joely Winfield. Neither woman wanted to press Emily, not yet. 

Lenara wearily made her way into the farmhouse, where Naomi was already sleeping. She stripped silently in the dim light of the bedroom, and slipped into bed beside the Ktarian. Naomi sighed in her sleep, turned over and reached for the Trill, gathering her into strong arms. Lenara snuggled into Naomi’s embrace, turning Emily’s words over in her head, but nothing made any sense. 

_______________

Emily Wildman had wandered into the kitchen of the old farmhouse, knowing her stomach needed milk to coat it or she would be up half the night fighting acid reflux, and she didn’t feel like going to the ship to find a doctor to treat her. She had no idea why milk, and chocolate milk in particular, soothed her when her system was out of kilter, but it did. She replicated a large, frosted tumbler of the sweet liquid, and turned to sit down at the long table. Cameron and Cassidy Thompson were sitting there together, eating a late dinner after returning from Florida, where they had helped Gerry out at the preserve earlier in the evening.

Emily hesitated, reluctant to intrude upon the women. She envied them momentarily, the closeness they shared, the decades of marriage that bound them together. She never seemed to get over how much Cassidy resembled Kit, the dark blonde hair, the angular face, although Cassidy was thinner and more wiry than Kit. Cameron was average height and weight, but had splendid dark hair and a smile that could light up a room. Cameron had a gentleness in her demeanor that complemented Cassidy’s more direct manner, and the two were, in Emily’s estimation, the perfect couple. 

Cassidy noticed Emily’s inertia, and could tell the young woman was debating whether or not to stay in the kitchen. “Hey, Ems,” she said warmly, “come join us.” 

Emily hesitated, but decided Cassidy and Cameron were safe. They wouldn’t badger her for details about her ordeal, and they would let her be quiet if she wanted to be. They were always easy to be around. 

“You’re sure I’m not interrupting?” she asked politely, pulling out a chair.

Cameron smiled, gazing up at her. “Of course not,” she assured her niece, patting the wooden seat. “We were just unwinding from the trial,” she allowed. “What a crowd,” she commented, inclining her head toward the window that overlooked the yard where the impromptu banquet had been set up. 

Emily nodded. “Yeah. Jenny has a lot of friends. She’s so unassuming, you’d never know she was popular in college,” she said approvingly, a touch of pride coloring her tone.

Cassidy finished her pie, wiping her lips with a cloth napkin. “I think it’s mid-western hospitality, actually,” she opined. “Gretchen’s church friends wanted to do something—anything—to help. It’s very sweet.”

“Like when Grandma Vi died,” Emily murmured, looking far away. “Everyone just pulled together to help Gerry and Kieran get over it.”

Cameron touched Emily’s hand across the table, conveying assurance to her. “That’s what families do,” she contended. “Without even being asked. Like the way everyone showed up today at the courtroom,” she pointed out. “The way we’ll all be there tomorrow, for you.” Cameron’s dark eyes sparkled, and the curls of her dark bangs framed her face, making her look much younger than she was. 

“Uh—I asked for the courtroom to be closed. I’m giving my testimony privately,” she explained, sipping her milk. 

Cameron tried to hide her surprise, and she grasped Cassidy’s thigh under the table to convey that she was not to argue with Emily. “Well, then know we’ll be there in spirit, Ems,” Cameron promised, giving Cassidy a pointed look that said ‘keep your mouth shut’. 

Emily smiled gratefully. “Thanks, you guys, for not busting my chops about the trial. I am really exhausted by the whole thing, and Lenara is driving me crazy she’s so anxious to help me.”

Cassidy swallowed her inclination to pry, and nodded as she gathered her silverware onto her empty plate. “Emily, just know—just because Cam and I haven’t pressured you doesn’t mean we don’t care, or we wouldn’t listen,” she offered. “You know we love you, right?”

Emily’s heart tugged at her, and her throat thickened. It was so tempting to pour out her misery to someone who wouldn’t be directly effected by it, someone who could simply listen. “Of course I do, Aunt Cass. You guys have always been supportive and I know I could tell you anything,” she agreed. “I appreciate it, and you know you can always come to me, too, right?” she asked.

“Don’t we all the time? You’re our favorite pushover when it comes to roping a babysitter,” Cameron laughed, her eyes crinkling at the edges. She noted that Emily had shifted uncomfortably in her chair, and her smile had drained away. “Ems?” she said softly. “Is there something on your mind?”

Emily considered, uncertain about opening the lid on Pandora’s box, but she needed some sense of what to expect of her life, now. “Can I ask you something really personal?” she ventured hesitantly.

Cassidy grinned. “You can ask us anything. I’m related to Kieran, after all, so you know I have very few secrets considering her big mouth,” she teased.

Emily bit her lip contemplatively, ignoring Cassidy’s light tone. “When you found out you couldn’t have any more children, did it cause trouble with you and Cam?”

Cassidy turned to Cameron, who inclined her head as if to say ‘answer her.’ Cassidy shook her head slowly. “Well, it wasn’t really like that. We could have had more children, but they would likely have had my genes for Freidrich’s lymphosarcoma, and so we knew it wasn’t safe. Then when I got Freidrich’s, it physically became impossible, because I had a hysterectomy. But I guess it was when Marina died that we knew there would be no more children. And it was a very difficult time, wasn’t it honey?” she asked her spouse of thirty-one years.

Emily studied her momentarily. “But any decent doctor could have checked the gene sequencing, to make sure it didn’t happen again, couldn’t they?” she asked, swirling her milk in the glass.

Cassidy swallowed the melancholy feeling that always threatened when Marina was mentioned. “Emily, the dimension we came from isn’t nearly as advanced as yours is. In our world, there was no cure for the disease, and while it could be detected after conception, it couldn’t be manipulated that easily to prevent it. Cam and I didn’t want to risk having to abort a fetus that carried the gene. I suppose that’s old fashioned, but the idea bothered both of us. And God knows we didn’t want to risk subjecting a child to that god-awful disease.”

Cameron nodded, but took Cassidy’s hand. “The thing was, children or no children, I never wanted anyone but her. And while I was sad, and distressed over losing our daughter, it made us closer, don’t you think?” she asked her wife, reaching to fix Cassidy’s collar on her denim shirt.

Cassidy smiled softly at her, loving the way that Cameron touched her, needing the familiarity of it. “Yes, but I was worried, though. I never told you but I was afraid you’d leave me, just because living with Marina’s memory was so hard, and being together made us think about her so much. And when Kieran Kahn refused to help us conceive again, I wondered if that wouldn’t just make you find someone who could give you the family you’d always wanted.” Cassidy sipped her coffee, remembering that time. “Lenara and Robin helped me a lot then. Kieran too. They convinced me the marriage was strong enough to survive Marina’s death. And Kieran was just a rock when Marina was sick,” she sighed. “I know we talk about Kieran Wildman as if she’s just so much more what we need than Kieran Kahn was, but Kieran Kahn had her good points.”

Cameron’s face clouded, as it usually did when Kieran Kahn’s name came up. “And her bad ones,” she added. “I was shocked she wouldn’t help us have another child. Lenara was shocked. I thought she would have done anything for you, Cass. It hurt me almost as much that she had disappointed you as it did to know we wouldn’t have another child.”

Emily touched Cameron’s hand. “But you have Chance. And you both have a Kieran now that won’t ever disappoint you. You know that about her, don’t you? She’s solid with you both, she’s reliable. And she loves you both so much.” Emily nodded eagerly as she warmed to her subject. “Kieran completely changed when you two came to this dimension. Her life just got so much richer, and fuller, and she is so grateful to have you here. I know she was more than happy to help you have Chance.”

Cameron nodded. “She’s been incredible. I’m confident if Cassidy and I had asked her to co-parent with us, she would have.”

Emily smiled lovingly at them both. “She would have, because the truth is, there’s nothing she wouldn’t do for Cassidy. I envy you for having a sibling. Cam, did you have siblings?”

Cameron thought about that other dimension, the family she had left behind for the sake of Cassidy’s health. “I did,” she affirmed. “We weren’t close, though, and when Cassidy and I decided to stay here, that negated any chance of my reconciling with them. But I don’t regret living here. We have such a wonderful network of friends, and Cassidy is healthy, and we have Chance. I’m very happy, and I know this has been great for our marriage. And that’s the most important thing to me,” she assured her niece as she smiled at her wife. 

“But would you have been reluctant to marry Cassidy if you had known then that she couldn’t have children?” Emily pressed. 

While Cameron had never really considered the issue, she knew unequivocally that either way, she would have married Cassidy Thompson. She realized there was an undertone in Emily questions. She took Emily’s hand companionably, squeezing it. “I loved Cassidy the moment I met her, Ems, and there was nothing that would have kept me from her. I got involved with her knowing she was it for me, and the question of children didn’t even come up until after we were engaged. She swept me away so bad, I didn’t even think to ask if she wanted kids. And if she hadn’t, I wouldn’t have regretted the marriage. I just happened to be lucky in that she did want children. But sweetie,” she said pointedly, “I really believe if the love is right, and if it’s strong enough, those sorts of issues work themselves out. We’re living proof. We have a baby, now, and if we hadn’t stuck it out together, that probably wouldn’t have happened for either of us. I never once considered leaving, either,” she added to allay Cassidy’s past fears.

Cassidy chimed in. “The love is the thing, Ems. When you marry someone, you agree to take the good with the bad, to be a team. Medical conditions just aren’t a good enough reason to leave.”

Emily studied her milk, thinking. 

Cameron had noted that the younger woman had suddenly become uncomfortable with the children, and she couldn’t quite figure out why. “Ems, you’ve always wanted kids, haven’t you? I mean, Kit told me you three are planning to have them.”

Emily bit her lip. “I wanted kids, yes,” she replied, not realizing she had used the past tense. She pushed herself away from the table immediately. “Well, I’m exhausted. I need to get some sleep. Good night, you two,” she said abruptly, leaving the Thompsons to stare after her and to exchange quizzical looks. 

Cameron watched her scurry away, and she gave Cassidy a worried look. “She hasn’t been to see Chance since she was rescued,” Cameron noted. “And I would swear she’s been avoiding all the kids, not just Chance,” she added thoughtfully.

Cassidy had reached the same conclusions as her wife. “Whatever those Cardassian bastards did to her, Cam, whatever she saw in the prison camp, it knocked her underpinnings loose. She’s floundering,” she surmised. “All we can do is keep close tabs on her, and keep trying to be there when she’ll let us. Damn, I hate knowing she’s in such obvious pain,” she grumbled. 

“If you think Emily’s bad, you should have a chat with Lenara. She’s beside herself because Emily won’t tell her a thing. Whatever Emily’s hiding, honey, I just know it’s so awful, she can’t bring herself to tell us,” she realized, shuddering slightly.   

_______________

Jenny Wildman was so tired after her dip in the pond, that she found Ro Laren and coaxed the Bajoran into taking her back to the Sato as soon as they could politely leave the dinner Gretchen’s church had sponsored. Despite the newness of their sexual relationship, Jenny was too spent to even contemplate being intimate with Laren, and Laren was perfectly content to sleep with Jenny beside her. Neither said a word about their earlier argument.

Except Laren couldn’t sleep. The details of the trial kept playing in her mind. She had given her own testimony that morning, and the faces in the gallery had been etched into her mind. She also knew the ordeal was far from over, and that although the trial would wrap up shortly, there would more than likely be a board of inquiry convened into the abduction itself. She and Kieran would be grilled, no doubt, and Ben Mason would be practically keel-hauled. She dreaded knowing that her blunders and Mason’s would probably get Kieran into trouble. The last time she had been before a board of inquiry, she had ended up court-martialed, and the memory of that experience had never faded, even when she was in prison, in the Maquis, and a prisoner in the Cardassian camp. 

It was unlikely that Starfleet might demote its most decorated officer, but Laren still feared for Kieran’s command. Unlikely was not the same as impossible. She snuggled into the fragrance of Jenny’s skin, trying to placate herself with it. She hated any sort of formal disciplinary inquiry, because in her experience, they never went well for her. And it bothered her even more that Kieran, whose career had been spotless, might end up under a disciplinary action. Laren hadn’t really spent any time with Jenny’s parents, and she didn’t really have a feel for whether the Calverts were blaming anyone over the abduction, but Starfleet tended to investigate more stridently where civilians lodged complaints, so Laren fretted that the Calverts might push for a hearing. Of course, Laren couldn’t bring it up to Jenny, because Jenny had enough to deal with without concerning herself with the politics of Starfleet. 

Jenny sighed in her sleep, her brow furrowing slightly. Laren immediately kissed away the tension, whispering reassurance to her young lover. She was so proud of Jenny for her resilience, for her grace under pressure in the courtroom. And she was grateful to all the people who rallied to Jenny’s side. Laren was more than a little impressed by P’Arth’s example, and by the bolstering effect it had on Jenny. Laren made a mental note to thank the Chancellor at her first opportunity. It helped to have strong allies. Especially allies that spoke Cardassian and carried concealed weapons. 

Laren let her body relax, thinking of the Chancellor, remembering the last time they had talked alone. Laren grinned as she pictured the animated way P’Arth had threatened to poke Ben Mason with a pain stick. For a Klingon, P’Arth certainly had an active, lively sense of humor, and Laren appreciated that the Chancellor could be something other than a fierce warrior. A bit of bloodwine was all it took to get P’Arth singing and telling humorous stories, and Laren knew that a deep space journey with a companion like the Chancellor would be interesting, to say the least. 

More than humor, there was a tenderness to P’Arth that one rarely saw in a Klingon. Laren had allowed the woman to hold her briefly when Laren was grieving over Jenny’s state of mind, and P’Arth had been—well—human, Laren realized. Laren trusted her. She admired her. She wished more than anything that Kit could find it in herself to be fair with the Klingon, but Kit had her own prejudices, and she clearly would never forgive anyone that hurt Kieran. Laren struggled with the sense of having divided loyalties where Kieran was concerned. But even Kieran was more accepting of P’Arth than Kit had been, and Kit had shown occasional signs of softening her own stance. Laren knew her friendship with the Chancellor was driving a wedge between Kit and herself. But she simply refused to let Kit’s childish vendetta dictate her friendships. Laren drifted off to sleep that way, curled around Jenny, annoyed with Kit, and grateful to the Chancellor for helping Jenny. She tried not to think too much about how strangely Jenny had behaved earlier, thinking it was just a reaction to the stress of the trial. 

___________

Captain Kieran Wildman settled into her ready room chair, coffee mug in hand, glancing over Toni Sorvino’s service record. She tried to put aside her worries about Emily’s testimony, about how shattered her daughter had seemed the night before. She studied Toni’s current file photo, remembering the scrawny, dying young girl she had met when she was a cadet. 

Toni was the sort of woman you’d describe as plain. Not unattractive, but not remarkable. Light brown hair that was straight as a stick, brown eyes, a slender face with a smattering of freckles. Toni’s one outstanding feature was her physique, something she had clearly worked hard to rebuild after her illness; she was anything but scrawny, now. There was a file photo of Toni in an anbo-jitsu tournament, and the caption said that she was ranked in North America in the sport. Kieran understood immediately why Toni was a natural in security. You had to be tough as nails to be adept at anbo-jitsu, but you also had to have perfectly honed instincts and acutely tuned senses, since most of the sport’s contact occurred with a visor over the face, so that your visual field was eliminated. It reminded Kieran of being on a dive, that sense that you never knew which direction something might come from. 

Toni’s Starfleet Academy record was as solid as her service record, and Kieran, while not overwhelmingly impressed, decided that Toni’s experience in security on the Potemkin was certainly enough to qualify her to take the Chief posting on Sato. Toni was better trained than anyone that was on the Sato now, other than Laren, but except for Laren, that wasn’t saying much. Toni was in charge of security on the Potemkin, and a Supremacy Class ship like Sato would be quite a leap for the Lieutenant, but Kieran also trusted Will Riker to have excellent training and high standards in place on his ship. 

Kieran resigned herself once again to having to depend on officers that were green, and sometimes in over their heads. Remedial leadership and technical proficiency training were the rule, not the exception, and she sincerely hoped the ranks of Starfleet would begin to recover from the war soon. Toni Sorvino was a gamble, she knew, but she had also discovered that it usually paid off to put officers in a position they never dreamed of having. They tended to step up to the plate admirably, and Ro Laren was a shining example of that philosophy. Kieran hoped Toni would be a similar success story. 

She keyed her workstation to send a hail to Toni Sorvino, figuring Mikey had already given his daughter the heads up. It was very early, and Kieran had awakened the young woman from a dead sleep. She came to the viewscreen scrubbing her eyes with her fists, wearing only an a-shirt and pajama bottoms, too bleary-eyed to recognize the face that materialized.

“Good morning, Lieutenant,” Kieran greeted her old acquaintance. “I’m sorry to have disturbed you.”

Toni’s eyes snapped open and she nearly fell over herself trying to come to attention. “Captain Wildman!” she replied, voice edged with panic. “I’m sorry for my appearance, Sir, I—”

Kieran chuckled lightly. “At ease, already,” she ordered her. “I didn’t expect you to be in your dress whites, you know,” she teased. “How have you been, Toni?”

“Never better, Sir,” she replied, smoothing her hair out of her eyes. “I’m a bit surprised to hear from you, though,” she admitted, smiling as brightly as she could for the hour. 

“Your dad and mom and I were talking about you last night,” the captain explained.

Comprehension registered in her countenance. “Oh, yes Sir, you’re back at HQ for the trial. I am so sorry about Jenny and Emily, Captain. I can only imagine what your family has been through,” she sympathized. 

Kieran nodded, her command façade firmly in place. “Thank you. We’re all holding up. I have to tell you, though, this whole ordeal has made me take a cold, hard look at my security department, and it is sorely inadequate,” she advised.

Toni’s heart leapt, and her stomach fluttered in her belly. “Yes, Sir,” was all she said, trying to keep her composure.

“I think you could help me out in that regard,” Kieran said amiably. “Your father says you’d—let’s see—I believe his words were that you’d kill to be on a Supremacy Class vessel,” she laughed. “So I did some checking, and I just happen to be in command of one!” she joked. “Are you interested?”

Toni’s eyes went wide and she lost her color. “In serving on the Sato? Absolutely, Captain, I am,” she replied breathlessly. “Who is your security chief—who would I be reporting to?”

Kieran grinned ear to ear. “Directly to my first officer and also to me, since you’d be running the show.”

Toni’s jaw dropped. She had assumed the best she could hope for on a Supremacy Class ship was a beta shift job, until she could prove herself, maybe alpha shift if she were very lucky. “You want me to be your Chief of Security?” she murmured in disbelief. 

“I want you to apply for the posting,” Kieran replied. “You’ll have to get through the interview process, just like anyone else,” she warned her. “That means Ro Laren, my First Officer, and Robin Wildman, my Ship’s Counselor, get to grill you. And I think some of my senior officers should do a panel interview with you as well.”

Toni swallowed hard and the hair on the back of her neck was suddenly electrified. “Your—Seniors? You mean Seven of Nine and B'Elanna Lessing?”

Kieran nodded emphatically. “For starters, yes. I tend to like to pool my experienced officers when a big decision needs to be made. Kathryn Janeway is an Ambassador on my ship, and she is still integral to my ship’s operations. She’s graciously been filling in as a co-commander while we investigated the terrorists along the Cardassian border,” she explained, noting that Toni’s complexion had lost its color. “Something wrong, Lieutenant?” she asked with amusement, steepling her fingertips together. 

“N-no, Sir,” she stammered, “I just—well, Captain, I never thought I’d even get to meet your former crewmates from Voyager, let alone serve with them—or with you. The idea of having a job interview with Seven of Nine is just a bit intimidating.” 

Kieran chuckled wickedly. “Yes, I can imagine. And she will rake you over the coals, I guarantee you. She has several children on this ship,” she advised. “So does B'Elanna. It would be an understatement to say they are anxious and concerned about our security team’s inexperience. Seven has a strict policy of assimilating anyone who falls short of her expectations,” she teased. Seeing Toni’s astonished expression, she laughed. “I’m kidding, Toni. I have a rule against assimilation on the ship. I promise,” she assured her prospective security chief. 

“I’d be honored to be considered,” Toni decided, her cheeks flushing a bit. “Potemkin isn’t scheduled to be in the Sol System anytime soon, though. When should I expect a subspace conference?” 

“I’ll talk to Captain Riker, and we’ll make the arrangements to get you transported here. I like to do my staff interviews face to face, when it’s possible. Would you like to see your family?” she asked, knowing the answer already.

“Yes, Sir!” Toni nodded enthusiastically. 

“I’m going to transmit the job specs and some details about the crew complement to your comm account. I’m also looking for some other good people, and I’ll send you a list—if you know anyone you can refer, please, send me their personal information,” Kieran requested. “Is there anyone you’d like to bring along? Husband, wife, child?” she asked.

Toni shook her head. “I’m dating someone, but I’m not ready to tie any knots, so no, Sir. I know the regs,” she added.

Kieran cocked an eyebrow. “I think the regs are overrated, Commander. My philosophy is a bit different than the Fleet’s on that point.”

“Sir?” she asked, confused.

Kieran shrugged. “I think a security chief is doubly motivated when their own loved ones are aboard the same ship, and potentially distracted and preoccupied when their loved ones are elsewhere. If you have someone special in your life, I’d like to encourage you to take advantage of my warped interpretation of the regulations,” she laughed. “As long as they can get past the interview process and meet the qualifications, I’ve got no objections.”

“Well, Sir, she’s our fighter squadron leader,” she replied. “I suspect you’ve already got one,” she added.

Kieran nodded. “Actually, my helmsman doubles as the squadron leader in a crunch. This is one hell of a big ship, and I run my officers ragged. If she’s good, I could use her. Send me her info. What’s her name?”

“Beckett Sinclair,” she replied, eyes lighting up ever so slightly. 

Kieran’s smile vanished.  Beckett Sinclair had been one of Emily’s many lovers after Emily broke up with Kit. Kieran mentally set aside her disinclination, however, and forced a smile. “Didn’t she head up Nova Squadron at Starfleet Academy?” she asked.

“Yes, Sir,” Toni affirmed with a glimmer of pride in her eyes.

Kieran processed the information momentarily. You didn’t generally go from being the hot shot on campus to being the squadron leader on a small ship, not without a major hiccup in your career. She made a mental note to check up on Beckett’s record. “Okay, Toni, I’ll see you as soon as we can make the arrangements. Will you and your family come to dinner at the captain’s table in the Chimera sometime during your stay with us?”

Toni’s capacity to be stunned was far exceeded. “They would love that, Captain. And so would I.”

“Excellent. Until then,” she agreed, severing the link.  

Kieran stayed in her ready room a bit longer, pushing through some routine paperwork, approving departmental reports. The dailies tended to be less than two paragraphs with the ship at station keeping, for which Kieran was grateful. She checked her comm account for messages before leaving for Earth again, and the communiqué she had dreaded was there, waiting for her: Notice of the convening of a formal board of inquiry to look into the facts surrounding Emily and Jenny’s abduction. Admiral Paris had included a short note reassuring her, and giving her the background on the matter. Just as Kieran had feared, public pressure was fueling the convention of the board, but it wasn’t Jenny Calvert’s parents who were the driving force behind the inquiry.

It was Shane Bilbrey’s parents who had been talking to the press, making allegations that Kieran’s influence had been negative where Shane was concerned, and had possibly contributed to her decision to join the Sagan, where she had met an untimely death. They hinted at disciplinary actions Kieran had taken against Shane during her Academy years. For Kieran, the allegations were a cold slap in the face, not only because they were patently false, but because Shane’s parents were career Starfleet. It was like having your own family turn on you in the face of trying circumstances. And Kieran had only ever done positive things for Shane Bilbrey, personally and professionally, so the insult was added to the injury. 

Kieran sat at her workstation, shaking her head. It felt almost as bad as when the Voyager crew had it in for her, just because she had become Naomi Wildman’s lover. Her comm alert beeped, and she decided the day couldn’t get worse, so she took the incoming message.

“Amanda!” she said with obvious relief, “How are you doing?”

Amanda Brand scowled at her from across the subspace frequency, looking younger than her actual age, despite her platinum-colored hair. Amanda had always been a plump woman, but now, she was slimming down in the twilight of her youth. Kieran always worried that the Admiral might not be looking out for herself as diligently as she should. “Miffed at you, Missy,” Brand replied tersely. “You haven’t contacted me in days,” she accused grimly. 

“I’m sorry,” Kieran immediately offered. “I’ve been busy with things, as you can well imagine. And I’m apparently about to get busier. They’re convening a board of inquiry,” she informed her former CO. “I expected it, but in a way, I’m still stunned, too.”

“That’s actually why I was contacting you, Kieran. I need to meet with you. There’s more going on here than meets the eye, and you need to understand the subtext of the matter.” Amanda was clearly displeased, and the laugh lines around her eyes showed the strain she was under. “How we handle this may well determine your future as the Admiral who will take over the helm of the Academy,” she advised her charge. It had been Brand’s plan all along to groom Kieran to lead the school once Brand retired, and now that plan appeared to be jeopardized.

Kieran nodded. “Sounds serious. Are you free for lunch?” she asked hopefully.

“Absolutely. Meet me at Kami Fong’s at twelve hundred hours. I’ll see you then. Brand out.”

Kieran puzzled over the transmission, wondering how the Academy was connected to the board of inquiry, and how Amanda had the inside track on the information surrounding the issues. Kieran shut down her workstation, tired from it all. Civilian life might not be so bad, she reasoned. She had plenty of money. She and Cassidy and Cameron could take over the manatee preserve from her father, and let him fully retire. She and Naomi could have a child. She could spend more time with her father, before he became too elderly to enjoy it, she told herself. But then there was Kit. Kit looked up to Kieran, depended upon her, used her as a role model. Kit would have a fit and fall in it if Kieran bailed out on Starfleet. And the last thing Kieran wanted was to disappoint her daughter. Regardless of how humiliating it would be to be dragged through an inquisition, Kieran had no option but to submit to the process, for Kit’s sake if not her own. 

She reached for her coffee and somehow spilled it all over her desk and her uniform. Cursing, she leapt up to hold the fabric of her navy blue jump suit away from her skin, lest she burn herself. While the stain didn’t show in her jump suit, it had managed to splatter onto her red turtleneck, turning it rust colored. She sighed in resignation and went to change her clothes. 

_________________

Katie Torres hunched over her schoolwork, intent upon catching up with her classmates. Katie glanced over at Geejay Janeway, who was rehearsing to give a presentation in class the next week. There was supposed to be some big announcement to the school, Katie had heard. Katie assumed it was going to be some recognition of the fact that she’d managed to get back up to speed on her studies, because she had worked very hard. Katie expected some sort of recognition for those efforts, although her parents had said nothing of a congratulatory nature to her. She glanced at her companion, warmth flooding her chest. Geejay had been immensely helpful, especially now, as Katie labored over chemistry problems. 

Geejay was lying on Katie’s bed in Katie’s room, memorizing her presentation. Katie muttered to herself, and Geejay rolled onto one side, studying her. “Something wrong?” she asked her companion.

Katie sighed, looking at Geejay. “I just don’t see why I should give a forshak about the colligative properties of solutions,” she complained. “What possible practical application does this crap have?” she implored, whining. 

Geejay smiled softly, realizing for the tenth time in an hour that Katie was pure Klingon, reacting to everything with anger before logic. “Well, the colligative property called the freezing point depression is something the Sato is completely dependent upon,” she replied, wishing Katie would at least try to reason through things before she spoke. “The cryogenic transfer system in the ship is the basis of our life support processes, and cryogenics always uses the freezing point depression to control how cold things get,” she said, hoping Katie would accept the explanation instead of just griping. “And the boiling point elevation is critical to the anti-matter reaction chamber’s integrity. You have to understand those simple colligative properties to grasp how the ships’ systems work, because all of the cryogenic and anti-matter and plasma processes are inexplicable without derivations of those principles.” Geejay discretely failed to mention that as the daughter of the Chief of Engineering, she should know these basic things about starship operations. 

Katie sighed. “You mean once I understand this, there’s even more complicated stuff built from it?”

Geejay laughed. “Yeah. That’s why you learn this when you’re ten. By the time you’re in college, this will seem like addition and subtraction, it’ll be so simple.”

“Okay,” Katie resigned herself to her fate, stretching and getting up from her seat. She came to lie down beside Geejay, kissing her sweetly as they moved into a hug. “So give me a practical example of osmotic pressure and why that colligative property matters,” she challenged her tutor. 

“Because without it, we’d all die,” Geejay replied immediately. “Osmotic pressure is how cells in your body are regulated. If the osmotic pressure outside a red blood cell equals the osmotic pressure inside it, then the cell stays isotonic, and that means fluids can pass in and out of it as they need to to keep it healthy. The cell membrane allows transport in either direction. If the osmotic pressure becomes uneven, the cell becomes unhealthy. If the pressure inside the cell is higher than the pressure outside, the intercellular fluid leaks out, and the cell can’t carry oxygen as well. If the osmotic pressure outside gets higher than the inside, the water fills the cell, and it eventually ruptures and dies. That’s why on away missions we have to drink a specific number of deciliters of water every couple of hours—if we become dehydrated, the osmotic pressure in our cells gets out of balance and we can die in alien environments.” 

Katie grinned with delight, hugging Geejay again. “How do you know these things, Geej?” she asked, awed. 

Geejay shrugged. “I look things up all the time. If I thought this stuff didn’t have any practical application, I wouldn’t bother with it. As Borg-Mom would say, it would be irrelevant. But as long as I can find a reason that something we’re learning is important, I don’t mind spending my time on it. Osmotic pressure also applies to anything that functions like a cell—like the gel packs in the bioneural circuitry, the cryogenic transfer system, anything that involves a semi-permeable membrane,” she explained patiently. “And all the stuff you just learned about solutions and solutes also applies to your body—because your blood has electrolytes like sodium and potassium, that are solutes in the blood that carry electrical charges that make your heart beat, and so on. Water is the solvent in our bodies—we’re over 50% water,” she detailed. “So everything you’re learning is important to life, to medicine, to ships’ operations, to making hull plating—it goes on and on.” 

Katie touched Geejay’s face, admiring the paleness of her skin, stroking it with the backs of her own mocha-colored knuckles. “You make school interesting,” she murmured. “You should be the teacher. You’d be a lot better than the one we’ve got,” she joked. 

Geejay’s blood rushed in her ears. Katie was so close to her face, and Geejay wanted to be kissing her again. She brushed her lips over Katie’s, then felt Katie’s lips more certainly against her own. Sometimes, Geejay thought to herself, it’s as though the osmotic pressure in my body just drops, and I feel so poured out with her. Weak. Like a failing red blood cell. 

Geejay opened her eyes again as Katie lifted her face, breaking their kiss. Katie smiled at her, studying the blueness of her eyes. “You’re so pretty,” she breathed, touching Geejay’s hair and feeling the silken texture of it. 

Geejay swallowed her insecurity and voiced her emotions, finally. “Katie, there’s something I need to ask you. It’s been bothering me a long time now,” she began, gazing up at the dark skinned Klingon. 

Katie smiled softly. “Okay. You know you can ask me anything,” she advised her companion.

“If you think I’m pretty, and you like to kiss me,” Geejay forced herself to approach the subject,  “why do you still call Ja’Kir your boyfriend?” she asked haltingly. 

Katie stroked the softness of Geejay’s pink cheek. “Because he is my boyfriend. And you’re my girlfriend,” she explained. “You could have both, if you wanted to,” she added.

Geejay bit her lip. “I don’t want a boyfriend. I just want to be with you,” she replied. 

Katie kissed her once more, trying to stem the obvious pain in her companion’s glacier blue eyes. “I know,” she said quietly. “I don’t mean to hurt you, you know,” she promised. 

Geejay took a deep breath, gathering her courage. “Do you love him?”

“I don’t know,” Katie said, considering the possibility. “It’s hard to describe.” Katie wasn’t entirely sure she knew what love was, when it came to boys. Ja’Kir seemed to think it had a lot to do with physical contact, while Kieran had always told her daughter it was about emotions. 

“Try,” Geejay urged her, feeling as though her heart were pierced clear through.

“Well,” Katie began, “I don’t feel about Ja’Kir the way I do about you,” she supplied, puzzling over her own sentiments. 

“How do you feel about me, then?” Geejay asked hopefully, linking her fingers together around Katie’s back.

“Like—like I need you,” she settled on an explanation. “When I don’t see you for a couple of days, I start to hurt inside, and I miss you. And whenever I see you I just feel so completely happy, and at ease with you. I guess because I know for sure that you love me,” she concluded. 

Geejay nodded. “Do you love me back?” she asked innocently.

Katie smiled, her teeth looking more human than Klingon. “Of course I do. You don’t need me to tell you that, do you? I mean, it’s just the way it’s always been,” she reasoned. 

“Then why do you still act like you need Ja’Kir?” Geejay asked, trying to keep her voice neutral. The slighter girl was holding her breath, not even aware she was doing it, all the while dreading the outcome of this conversation. She had seen Kathryn and Seven fight often enough when she was much younger that she knew when a storm was potentially brewing. Katie’s emotions were generally volatile, Geejay knew. 

Katie sighed, frustrated at her own inability to put it into words. “I do need him. I can’t explain it. He—makes me feel so good,” she expressed vaguely. 

“You mean happy?” Geejay clarified, tracing the outline of Katie’s lips with her fingertip. 

“Not just happy, good—he makes my body feel good,” she specified. “The way he touches me,” she added. 

“You mean because he kisses you?” Geejay asked, not liking the way Katie’s eyes lit up at the mention of Ja’Kir’s name, or the way her skin darkened at the mention of kissing him. 

Katie shook her head. “It’s a lot more than that, now,” she revealed, thinking of the way Ja’Kir had touched her the night before. Katie wasn’t sure if she had been more receptive because she had been terrified by Detara, or whether she simply needed comfort after being threatened. Or maybe Ja’Kir had been right, that sex is supposed to feel good, and that it can be for more than reproduction. Whatever the reason, Katie had let him touch her through her panties, and hours later, she could still feel the tingling sensation between her legs where his fingers had been.  

Geejay thought her stomach would spill over. “You let him touch you?” she asked sadly. “In your private places?”

Katie considered lying, but she knew she had to make Geejay understand. “Yes. Ja’Kir knows things I don’t,” she said by way of justification. “He’s teaching me things that are just as important as chemistry,” she defended herself. “Besides,” Katie reasoned, “your sister Naomi has three girlfriends, and so does my Mom. There’s nothing wrong with that. You think my mom is the most fascinating person in the quadrant,” she noted with an edge of sarcasm in her voice.


Geejay studied Katie’s deep brown eyes, trying to grasp at the meaning in the Klingon’s tone. “She is fascinating. You’re really lucky to have her for a parent. You don’t seem like you appreciate her very much,” she accused mildly, thinking it would be completely wonderful to be a Wildman.

“She may be the captain, but she’s no Klingon,” Katie pointed out, resolving not to get in an argument with Geejay. She nuzzled the smaller girl’s ear, breathing warmly in it.

Geejay’s vocal chords seemed to be in a spasm suddenly, because Katie was kissing a faint trail around the shell of Geejay’s ear.

“I could show you what I’m learning,” Katie offered hopefully, moving over the smaller girl and pinning her to the bed with the weight of a sturdy Klingon body. “Then you’d understand why I like it so much,” she said persuasively.

Geejay’s pulse screamed in her veins, and her chest felt so tight she couldn’t get air into her lungs. She gazed up into soft brown eyes, and realized that was the one part of Kieran Katie had inherited: those incredibly expressive eyes. 

Katie began kissing Geejay’s throat. “Do you want me to?” she asked, hoping Geejay would be able to understand what drew her to Ja’Kir. She slid her hands beneath Geejay’s shirt, palms warm over Geejay’s chest. 

Geejay didn’t answer, but her eyes went wide as Katie fondled her. She grabbed Katie and kissed the Klingon hard, bewildered by the sensations in her body, but intrigued at the way her nerve endings tingled wherever Katie touched her. Katie’s knee pressed between Geejay’s legs, and the warmth and friction made Geejay’s head spin. When Katie slipped her hand between Geejay’s legs and began to rub there, Geejay became frightened and she pushed Katie away. 

“I—can—can’t breathe,” she gasped, body overwhelmed by the arousal and anxiety that simultaneously assaulted her. She had scrambled off the bed, and stood there, gaping at Katie.

“It’s okay,” Katie soothed her, reaching out and stroking Geejay’s wild hair back from her forehead. “That’s supposed to happen,” she assured her, smiling confidently.

“I’m—supposed to suffocate?” Geejay asked, confused. “Katie, you’re scaring me,” she asserted, gathering her things and straightening her clothes. “I need to practice for my presentation,” she stammered, hurrying out of Katie’s room.

“Geejay—” Katie tried to stop her, but the Ambassador’s daughter was already halfway down the corridor, practically running. 

Kieran Wildman rounded the corner, heading for her quarters to get ready for a lunch date, when Geejay plowed into her legs. “Whoa, Sport,” she laughed, falling on her behind. “Geejay, what’s your hurry?” she asked, amused, though she looked totally unprofessional sprawled on the deck plating like that, arms and legs akimbo.

Geejay looked at her, flustered, blushing and stammering. “I’m sorry, Captain—I didn’t see—I wasn’t watching—I—oh, God, are you okay?” she realized Kieran was not getting up. “Kato, I didn’t mean to,” she apologized, and burst into tears.

“Hey,” Kieran said gently, “honey, it’s okay. I’m fine. Come here,” she insisted, gathering Geejay into a hug. “What’s wrong, Sport? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Geejay snuggled into Kieran’s shoulder momentarily, smelling her fragrance. “I’m just—nervous about my presentation,” she lied, letting Kieran hold her right there in the floor of the officers’ quarters deck.

Kieran cuddled her tenderly, sensing that something more was amiss than pre-presentation jitters. Geejay’s color was very high. “You’re going to be great, sweetie. No question about it. I’m coming to watch, if that’s okay,” she added, hoping it might make Geejay look forward to it a little bit. “Are you sure there’s not anything else?” she prompted.

Geejay pulled back, looking at Kieran’s eyes. “Your eyes look just like Katie’s,” she murmured, remembering how Katie had looked at her moments before. “I wish—”

Kieran listened patiently, but Geejay was just staring at her. “Wish what, Geejay? What do you wish?” she asked softly. 

Geejay sighed. “I wish the Klingons had never come,” she said hollowly. “I wish Katie wasn’t in such a hurry to be grown up,” she admitted. “Why does everything have to change?” she asked, frustrated at the confusion she felt. 

Kieran knew she was early for her lunch with Amanda, and decided it was more important to talk to Geejay than to look perfect, but she could hardly go to meet an Admiral in a coffee-stained uniform either. “Come and talk to me while I change out of my uniform, Sport,” she said, scrabbling off the floor. “And tell me what’s changing. Is this about your skipping ahead to the fifth grade?”

Geejay felt hopelessly small and helpless against everything that was coming. Puberty, adulthood, sex—it was all too chaotic and illogical. But Katie’s eyes had been so warm and accepting, so lovely. Geejay unconsciously slipped her hand into Kieran’s and allowed herself to be led to the captain’s quarters. “It’s not that, Captain,” she said, thinking hard about how to explain it.

“Sport, you are not an officer. You don’t have to call me Captain,” Kieran said, tousling Geejay’s hair with her free hand. “You’re my friend,” she asserted with an affectionate tone. “So what’s got you so upset, then, if not the changes in your class rank?” she asked, keying the entry to her quarters.

Geejay looked up at Kieran. “I don’t mind changing grades, honest,” she replied. “I like school, and I like learning. I guess what I don’t like is that there’s so much pressure to grow up, to be older and more mature. I’m not supposed to want to play games, now, I’m supposed to like kissing and stuff,” she explained, letting it all out in a frustrated rush. 

Kieran led the younger Janeway down the hall to the master bedroom. “Sit on the bed while I change out of my uniform,” she invited the youngster. “You mean Katie is interested in kissing and stuff, and you’re not?” she asked, keeping her tone neutral.

“Yeah, sort of,” Geejay admitted. “I like kissing, but Katie wants to do things with me that I just don’t want to do. She thinks because Ja’Kir likes those things, I should or will too.” Geejay sighed, flopping down on the bed and gazing up at the ceiling. “I want things to be like they were before the Klingons came,” she explained. “Simple, easy to understand.”

Kieran changed her uniform tunic, thinking about Geejay’s concerns. She ran her soiled uniform top through the recycling unit to clean it, tugged it back on, affixed her captain’s pips to the fresh uniform, then sat down beside her young friend. “Katie is in a big hurry to be older because she knows she can’t be a warrior until she grows up,” she said in a conciliatory tone. “But Geejay, you don’t have to grow up as fast as she seems to want to. And you don’t ever have to do things with her you’re not comfortable about—your body is yours, and she has no right to push you to be closer to her, if you don’t want that.”

Geejay slipped her hand into Kieran’s again. “It’s okay that I’m not ready to be more—physical with her? Because I think sometimes I’m just slow, or stupid, or something,” she sighed. After all, she and Katie were the same age, born very close together. How could Katie be so much more mature?

Kieran’s heart tugged at her, and she hugged Geejay close. “Sport, I promise you, you’re not slow, and you are definitely not stupid. You’re ten, kiddo. Ten year-olds aren’t really supposed to be all that interested in kissing, not usually anyway. But Klingon children’s bodies change faster than human children’s bodies.”

Geejay looked up at her, electric blue eyes haunted. “You and Na—you like touching each other, right?” she asked. “Because I know Na kisses you, and—stuff,” she faltered, leaning against the older woman for comfort.

Kieran hid a smile at how shy Geejay became when the topic was intimacy. Ordinarily, Geejay was so blunt Kieran would swear she was channeling Seven of Nine.  “We do like being intimate,” Kieran confirmed. “But your sister and I are a lot older than you and Katie. Nobody expects you to act like you’re grown up, sweetie. And I would be really sad if you felt pressured to be intimate, especially with my daughter,” she added. “If you don’t want Katie to touch you in such personal ways, you tell her so.” 

Geejay bit her lip in consternation. “If I say no, she’ll just do those things with Ja’Kir,” she realized. “And she’ll stop being my girlfriend. Would you still love Na, if she didn’t want to let you touch her?” she asked innocently.

Kieran smiled, amused at the thought of her sexually insatiable wife not wanting sex. “Honey, I would love Naomi no matter what. And if Katie really loves you, then she will love you, no matter what. That’s how love works.”

“Do you still love Borg-Mom, even though you and she aren’t together anymore?” she asked with the same candor Seven possessed.

Kieran tried to hide her surprise. She had no idea Geejay understood that Seven and she had been lovers, but apparently, Geejay knew on some level that there was a history there. “I love your Borg-Mom now, and always,” Kieran promised. “And even though she’s not my girlfriend anymore, we still love each other, kiddo. Ask her yourself, and she’ll tell you the same thing.” Try as she might to be objective about it, Kieran still felt a pang of desire whenever she thought about the jungle planet and how close she had been to Seven. 

“You were really sad when you first got rescued,” Geejay recalled sympathetically. “I would be really sad if Katie didn’t love me anymore,” she said softly. “It hurt a lot when she snuck onto Ja’Kir’s ship without saying goodbye.”

“I know, Sport. I was almost as mad at Katie for hurting your feelings as I was for her running away without permission. And I was hurt, too. Sometimes, love is just like that—it can feel really good, or it can hurt. And you know what? Katie might actually get mad at you if you don’t want to be intimate with her, but that’s not a good enough reason to do something that makes you uncomfortable. Okay?” Kieran reassured her. 

Geejay nodded slowly. “Okay. It just seems like every time I catch my breath, and make sense out of things, something else happens to turn my head inside out,” she explained. 

Kieran squeezed her shoulders. “Yeah, kiddo, me too. But you’re really smart, Geejay, and you’ve got such good common sense, I know you can keep up with the changes. I believe in you. And I admire you so much,” she added, smiling.

Geejay was clearly startled by the revelation. “You—admire me?” Geejay stammered. “Why?”

Kieran grinned fondly at her. She was so like Seven, never thinking anyone would love her back. “Because you’re an excellent student, a good daughter to your parents, and a great friend to me. You have admirable qualities—you’re honest and trustworthy, you’re patient and thoughtful. You’re the kind of person every parent wishes their child would grow up to marry.”

Geejay finally smiled. “You’d be happy if Katie and I got married?” she asked, eyes glowing with warmth. 

“I think Katie would be exceptionally lucky to have you,” she agreed. “If you were twenty years older, I’d marry you myself,” she teased, tickling Geejay’s ribs. 

Geejay giggled, but leaned her head on Kieran’s chest. “You would not,” she argued, laughing. “I’d be Naomi’s wife,” she reasoned. “Wait—do Trill marry into their own families?”

Kieran smiled, not certain how Geejay would receive the idea. “Yes, they do. Lenara could have married into her brother’s marriage, if she had wanted to. They asked her to,” she affirmed. 

“No offense,” Geejay said, making a sour face, “but I don’t want to marry my sister. I love her, but not like that. That’s just creepy,” she opined. “Don’t tell her I said so, okay Kato?” she added hastily, afraid Naomi’s feelings might be injured.

Kieran nodded, suppressing a guffaw. “I promise, Sport.”

Geejay smiled. “But I’d marry you,” she decided, nodding emphatically. “And Lenara.”

“What about Robbie?” Kieran asked facetiously, lips curling with mirth at the way Geejay’s mind analyzed these things.

“No-o. Not Robbie,” she decided, as if it were a real possibility. “She’s way too pretty. I’d feel so—like that thing Naomi was telling me about, an inferiority complex—I’d feel too inferior,” she explained. “Just about everyone would feel ugly compared to Robbie,” she said seriously. “Do you ever feel like she’s almost too pretty—like she’s so pretty she’s not really real?” Geejay asked, thinking Robin was more like a sculpture, or like one of her Aunt Phoebe’s paintings than a flesh and blood person.

Kieran threw back her head and laughed. “I really don’t, but you’re right, she’s beautiful.” She kissed the top of Geejay’s head, thinking the girl was a guaranteed laugh. “Listen, Sport, I hate to have to run, but I have a lunch date with Admiral Brand. Can we talk again soon? Maybe after your presentation next week?”

“You really will come?” Geejay asked eagerly.

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Kieran vowed, startled when Geejay threw her arms around Kieran’s neck and kissed her cheek. “I love you, kiddo,” she said softly. “And I’m so proud of you, Geejay.” She wrapped the wiry youngster in firm arms, letting her cling for a moment. 

Geejay smiled at her, nodding. “Okay. I’m going to go practice. Have fun at lunch. Tell Admiral Brand I’ve been keeping your statue polished for her,” she added. 

Kieran watched her scamper down the hallway and out of the captain’s quarters, wondering what in the world to do about Katie’s newfound proclivities. B'Elanna and Kieran had decided Katie had been grounded long enough, and they were intending to lift the punishment today. Maybe they had been too hasty. Kieran sighed gustily. Grounding Katie hadn’t kept her from seeing Ja’Kir, she knew, and keeping her grounded wouldn’t stop the changes that were coming. 

_________________

Amanda Brand waved to Kieran across the crowded restaurant, motioning her over to the Admiral’s table. Kami Fong’s was an upscale Asian restaurant that served all manner of Cantonese, Mandarin, Thai, and Japanese dishes, and the décor was replete with red velvet booths, red parchment paper lanterns with gold tassels, statues of Buddha, Confucius, Laozi, and hanging pots of lush greenery. In the center of the restaurant, a live cherry tree reached to the ceiling and through an open skylight, and pink blossoms bloomed year round. Original landscape paintings by Dong Qichang and Qi BaiShi adorned the walls, and the tables were carved with Taijitu, fashioned from white and black onyx to represent the yin and yang. The plates were made from engraved jade, and the cups were bronze cast. Kieran loved the atmosphere in the darkened oasis, and Kami Fong had long been a friend of many Starfleet officers.

Kieran smiled and trotted up to her old friend, hugging her close. Amanda was blushing when they parted, the flush of her cheeks accentuated by the platinum color of her hair. She tugged Kieran down to sit beside her. “You look well, considering everything you’ve gone through lately,” the older woman commented, sliding a cold beer in Kieran’s direction.

“Liar,” Kieran accused playfully. “I look my age for the first time in my life. But I’m entitled.”

“How are Jenny and Emily?” Amanda asked, concern shadowing her features. “I’ve been afraid to contact them, but I wanted to be at the trial. I thought Jenny held up well. But I was sorry Emily requested a sequestered court room,” she added, sipping her hot tea. 

“I think the jury is still out on both of them, frankly,” Kieran confided as she spread her napkin in her lap. “Emily is barely holding it together, and Jenny positively went off the deep end,” she supplied, shaking her head. She took a long pull on her beer, glad for the bitterness of it burning her throat. “You know what it’s like, Amanda. We’ve all lost people we love to the Cardies, and getting the survivors through the memories is hell. It almost seems kinder for the ones who died,” she sighed. 

“Owen told me about the murders,” Amanda admitted, referring to the Cardassians Jenny Wildman had killed. “I know he shouldn’t have, but I think with all that he’s lost, he’s just trying to reach out and connect with anyone, right now. Tom’s death rocked him, I can tell you that,” she said sympathetically. “But I know you, and I know you’ve grieved every one of your players and friends on the Sagan,” she allowed, “every bit as much as he’s mourned Tom.” 

“Mossy was hard. But honestly, I think the girls were harder, especially Shane. I had such high hopes for her. And it stings that her parents have targeted me for her death,” Kieran said bitterly. “I don’t understand how they even see a connection,” she complained. “Am I missing it?”

Amanda shook her head, laying her hand over Kieran’s. “No, and don’t you dare blame yourself, Kieran. The Bilbreys have other issues driving this whole inquisition,” she said quietly. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. It’s not Shane that has them worried so much as her little sister.”

Kieran’s eyes flew open wider. “But Tyler did so well for herself here,” she protested. “Coach Kilkenny went to every game and said Tyler was as good on the court as Shane ever was.”

“Yes, but after Shane died, everything changed. Before Shane’s death, Tyler was top of her class, and not the arrogant ass Shane always was. For whatever reason, Tyler thought her sister walked on water, and when she died, Tyler couldn’t hold it together. She’s been pulling a Shane Bilbrey for the past few weeks, and let me tell you, she has sunk lower than low. She drinks, she skips classes, she even womanizes just like Shane.”

“But what has any of that got to do with me, Amanda?” Kieran demanded, toying with the golden pips at her collar as if she were assuring herself they were still there. 

“Nothing,” Amanda replied. “And that’s the point. The Bilbreys are career Starfleet, and they cannot tolerate their last daughter washing out of the fleet. They think in some twisted way, if they put the heat on the brass over Shane’s death, most notably you since you’re already under scrutiny because of the kidnappings, Starfleet might smooth the way for Tyler.”

“She’s gone from Valedictorian to flunking out in such a short time?” Kieran clarified, thinking it highly unlikely. 

“She’ll graduate,” Amanda assured her. “What she won’t do is get a good posting. Any captain worth their salt won’t take on a cadet that had a final semester slide like Tyler’s had. The Bilbreys know that. They think that if they make noise, Starfleet might cut Tyler a break,” she explained, “maybe get her a posting on a better class of ship than she’s likely to get now. Honestly, Kieran, if she doesn’t get stellar marks on her final exams this week, she might end up on an Oberth class vessel.” Amanda chewed thoughtfully on a wonton, gauging Kieran’s reaction. “Tyler is furious with them. She knows Shane worshipped you, and she also knows Shane is rolling over in her grave about now,” she concluded. 

“What’s your take on Starfleet’s position?” Kieran wondered, reaching for the crunchy chips and the sweet orange dipping sauce.

Amanda sighed with disgust. “You know how they’ve rallied to improve the image of the fleet,” she said, clearly irritated. “They forget how much you personally did to improve that image, and now all they see is a lot of young officers dead, and your own daughters kidnapped, and it is playing badly in the popular press. And to shut the Bilbreys up, not to mention some of the other next of kin who have jumped on their bandwagon, Starfleet is going to convene the board of inquiry. Until this crap with Shane’s parents began, there wasn’t going to be more than the usual cursory debriefing. Now they feel obligated to do the whole routine.”

Kieran straightened her shoulders and tugged her uniform tunic down toward her waist. “I’ve been through worse, and I can certainly get through this. I have nothing whatsoever to hide.”

“Tyler Bilbrey has asked me to get in touch with you,” Amanda added. “She wants to personally apologize for her parents’ role in all of this. She wants to know if you’ll meet with her.”

Kieran nodded, brow furrowing. “Of course I’ll talk to her. I owe that much to Shane. And it’s not Tyler’s fault that her parents are doing this. For God’s sake, Amanda, I of all people know what it’s like to lose a sister, and I can completely understand how Tyler’s slid into the gutter.”

“You didn’t slide into any gutter,” Amanda defended her former student. “You only did better after Cassidy died.”

“I had a great support system. Coach Kilkenny, Kate Pulaski, my teammates—you,” she pointed out. “And truthfully, I did fall apart. Jesus, you saw me at the funeral. My dad had to practically drag me off her coffin,” she admitted, remembering that awful day. 

Amanda flashed back on the funeral, remembering how Kieran had reacted when the service was over. The sound that had come from her as she clung to Cassidy’s coffin was like a wounded animal. It had been gut wrenching to witness for everyone there, especially because Kieran had been so stoic about Cassidy’s illness until after the actual death. Amanda wiped impatiently at her eyes, recalling how shattered Kieran had been. “I do recall it, vividly. But you didn’t start drinking, or let your grades drop, not like Tyler has.”

Kieran shrugged. “Different people grieve differently. If I hadn’t been trying so hard to prove myself to Mom and Dad back then, who knows?”

Amanda grew silent, toying with her thoughts. “Kieran,” she said slowly, “there’s something I never told you about that day—the day Cassidy was laid to rest. I thought at the time, you shouldn’t have to deal with it,” she explained, feeling guilty for having held her tongue.

Kieran looked up from her beer. “What?” she asked.

Amanda tried not to shrink from the subject, but she wasn’t certain how Kieran would receive the news. She squared her shoulder resolutely, regretful she had kept her silence so long. “P’Arth came to Cassidy’s funeral. Kate and I bum rushed her out of there, so you wouldn’t know she was there. Well, that’s not entirely accurate,” she admitted. “Marshall and Kate’s husband Patrick bum rushed her. Kate and I made them,” she chuckled. “Marshall nearly soiled himself when I told him to get that Klingon out of the church,” she snickered. “Coach Kilkenny was hot on their heels, too, for reinforcements. She was bigger than Marshall or Patrick,” she said, trying to lighten the mood. 

Kieran was stunned. “P’Arth came back to Earth for that?” she murmured.

“She did,” Amanda confirmed, watching the emotion seething behind Kieran’s deep brown eyes.

“Why are you telling me this now?” Kieran demanded, her tone defensive.

Amanda sighed. “I just thought you should know, that’s all,” she said softly. “Are you ready to order some food? I’m starving,” she complained.

All the way from the homeworld? P’Arth cared enough to pay her respects to Cassidy? Kieran marveled at the idea. “Sure, I’m ready. I want the vegetable tempura and an order of mi krob,” she said absently. “You order for me, okay?” she asked, heading for the ensuite, mind deep in turmoil. Whatever motive P’Arth had back then, Kieran would never know now. Hell, maybe she came to gloat. But Kieran knew better. P’Arth was not the type to kick someone when they were down. Perhaps, she considered, she had truly misjudged the Klingon. She splashed cold water on her face, trying to clear her head. No, I am not crazy. I didn’t imagine the things she did. I didn’t. And I am a good judge of character, everyone says so. Even Kathryn says so. 

Kieran stewed over the information about P’Arth all through lunch, and no matter how Amanda tried to distract her, her brain kept analyzing what it all meant. When Amanda interrupted her ruminations, Kieran’s thoughts were clearly a million miles away.

“Tyler gets out of her Intergalactic Politics class in fifteen minutes. I was hoping you’d meet her outside her classroom,” Amanda broke into Kieran’s reverie. 

Kieran lifted her eyes from her half-eaten meal, a look of utter confusion on her face. “What?” she asked.

“Tyler Bilbrey. You agreed to talk to her,” she reminded the captain, internally questioning the wisdom of telling Kieran about P’Arth.

“Is she expecting me?” Kieran asked absently.

“No. It will surprise her to see you, I’m sure. I’ll hail her and tell her you’ll be outside of the social sciences building. She shouldn’t have any trouble spotting you,” Amanda teased. 

Kieran grinned ruefully. “Yeah, I’ll be the only captain for miles,” she shot back.

“You know that’s not what I meant,” the Admiral chuckled. “You’re not someone who can blend into a crowd, you know,” she ribbed the taller woman. 

“Okay. I’ll see you soon—don’t get up, Admiral,” Kieran said formally, but then stooped to kiss the older woman’s cheek. “Thank you for the information. And thank you for coming to hear Jenny’s testimony yesterday,” she added. 

Tyler Bilbrey glanced anxiously around the courtyard, trying to clear the fog from her brain. She was done with her last final exam of her Academy career, and she intended to tie one on as soon as humanly possible. Commencement ceremonies were slated for Saturday, and she refused to let herself think about how she should have been giving the Valedictorian’s address, if not for her recent academic ennui. She spotted Kieran Wildman waiting beside the garden path in front of the building, and for a moment, Tyler’s breath caught. Captain Kieran Wildman was a legend on campus, and wherever she went, cadets swarmed to meet her. And Kieran was there to see her. 

For her part, Kieran was trying not to roll her eyes at the salutes and handshakes and nervous introductions of the students who had surrounded her. She sidestepped questions about the trial, politely answered the less personal questions, and was infinitely grateful when she saw Tyler approaching. She waved at her, and the mob of cadets turned like an ocean tide to see who the captain was there to meet. 

Kieran appraised the young woman that Shane had always spoken so highly of, noted the dark circles beneath her light brown eyes, the defeated slouch about her shoulders, the slightly unkempt way her dark brown hair framed her sunken cheeks. “Cadet Bilbrey?” she asked over the murmur that seeped through the crowd. “I’m so glad you could take time to talk to me,” she offered, holding out her hand. 

Tyler’s eyes went wide at the greeting, as if Kieran were the one who had asked for the audience, and she smiled as she took the captain’s hand. “Captain,” she said, “it’s an honor.”

Kieran wanted to hug her, she looked so despondent, and Kieran was all too aware of what Tyler felt at the loss of her sister. “Can I buy you a drink, Cadet?” she asked. “Wasn’t that your last exam?”

The cadets around the two women fell silent. Captain Wildman apparently knew their classmate well enough to know she had finished school moments before, which implied a familiarity that wasn’t lost on them. 

“Yes, Sir,” Tyler agreed. “That would be great. Anyplace in particular?”

“My ship has several good restaurants and twice as many bars. Would that be suitable?” she asked politely.

“You—want me to go aboard the Sato?” Tyler asked incredulously. “Yes, Sir!”

Kieran couldn’t suppress a grin at the impression she had just made on the younger woman. She tapped her communicator pin.  “Wildman to Sato, two to beam aboard, please, Chief.”

The two women materialized aboard Kieran’s ship, which Tyler very obviously admired. She took in the computer panels that adorned the corridors, marveling at them. Kieran led her to the Chimera, where they sat at the captain’s table. The Chimera was the fanciest restaurant aboard the Sato, appointed with a massive crystal chandelier in the center of the dining room, elegant china embossed with Starfleet’s logo, leather bench seating, linen table cloths of snow white, and each wall boasted a water feature of some sort, with prism quality crystal beneath the flow. The effect was that the entire room glistened like diamonds, and rainbow hues danced on the ceiling and tables. Tyler was smiling broadly at the opulence of the place. Kieran made small talk as they went, trying to put the young woman at ease. When they were comfortably seated and supplied with beers and finger foods, Kieran settled into her seat, smiling. “Amanda—er—Admiral Brand—said you wanted to talk to me. What can I do for you, Tyler?”

Tyler shook her head, her soft brown hair swaying with the motion. She was a thin and sleek looking woman, with a face that had become sunken and pale in the wake of Shane’s death. Kieran hadn’t seen her since she was a gangly teenager, cheering from the stands as Shane played basketball. “Captain—I—wanted to apologize to you. For my parents’ behavior. I know they’ve said some things about you that were both untrue and uncalled for, and I didn’t want you to think I agree with anything they’re saying,” she blurted out all at once. 

Kieran lay her hand over Tyler’s, a gesture to steady her and reassure her. “I’m glad you don’t agree with them. I loved Shane. I would have never done anything to hurt her, or put her in harm’s way. What happened on the Sagan could’ve happened on any ship in the fleet. But Tyler, I don’t blame them for lashing out. There is nothing worse than losing a member of your family, and however they choose to deal with their sorrow is their prerogative. I’m trying not to take it personally,” she added, sipping her beer and withdrawing her hand. “When I first got back, I went to see them. It was pretty clear they were angry with me, though I didn’t understand why, and so I didn’t try to contact you, for fear it would make things worse, somehow. But I had intended to contact you until then,” she asserted apologetically.

Tyler nodded, moved at the thought that this woman would think of her at all. “I thought it was generous of you to try to comfort them. I know they’re really broken up over it, and I don’t know how to help them. I feel like this huge burden has been dropped on my back, like I have to be all the things Shane was, like I have to be perfect,” she admitted, her face darkening. “I tried to tell them they needed to let you tell them stories about Shane, things they didn’t know about her, things that they could keep to remember her by. But they wasted the opportunity,” she said bitterly, watching her own reflection in the glass before her.

Kieran finished her beer, studying the young woman who had Shane’s mouth and nose, remembering her star basketball player, and wondering why Tyler would think behaving like Shane meant being perfect. Shane was anything but that. “Is there anything you’d like to know?”

Tyler smiled gratefully. “Yes, please,” she readily agreed. “You were with her when she died. Did she say anything about me? Was there anything she wanted to tell me?”

Kieran’s heart lurched in her chest. She didn’t want to hurt Tyler’s feelings with the truth, but Shane hadn’t said a word about her family on her death bed. “When Shane died, she was heavily medicated, and half mad with pain. So no, she did not say anything about you then. But she talked about you all the time when she was alive,” Kieran replied honestly. “When she shipped out with Sagan, she sent me notes every day for the next couple of weeks, and she talked about getting you a posting on her ship when you graduated, how she’d been talking to Captain Moss about you.” Kieran could still see Shane’s face as it appeared on her workstation screen, face bright and filled with anticipation. 

Tyler nodded resolutely. “She told me that too. I wanted that more than anything. When she died it was like—none of that mattered anymore. Not Starfleet, not my future, not anything,” she admitted, ashamed of her weakness, but not certain how to overcome it.

Kieran nodded. “Admiral Brand told me you’ve had problems lately. But before all of this trouble, you were the model cadet, top of your class. I know how it feels to be in your uniform, right now, Tyler. My sister died when I was at the Academy, too.” Kieran’s tone was sympathetic, but it was something more. It was obvious the admission was a costly one.

“She did?” Tyler asked, startled by the personal revelation. “Shane never told me that.”

Kieran’s eyes clouded, as they always did when Cassidy’s illness was mentioned. It was as though Kieran was, in that moment, transported back to that time and feeling all that pain again. “It’s not something I like to talk about. Shane respected that and never mentioned it. It still hurts just as much now as it did then. The difference is, I’m used to the pain. That’s all that grief really is—learning to live in spite of the pain you feel. You’re going through that now. Frankly, I’m amazed you managed to pull it together to graduate at all, instead of taking a leave of absence,” Kieran complimented her. 

“I wanted to. But Mom and Dad forbade it. And now that I see what staying in school did to my grades, I’m sorry I didn’t tell them to mind their own business,” she realized with a scowl. All of the feelers she had put out had resulted in no viable career path, and there was not a single captain that had expressed an interest in recruiting her. Before Shane had died, there had been numerous inquiries, but when she contacted those leads after her academic nosedive, they politely dismissed her. “I still haven’t told them I’m not Valedictorian any more,” she said regretfully, slugging back her beer to numb the pain. “They keep hounding me about where I’m going to serve, and I can’t tell them because I don’t know. Most of my classmates have had interviews, or at least inquiries, but I can’t lie to them and tell them I’ve talked to anyone.”

Kieran flinched. She knew all too well what it felt like to have parents that expected nothing less than the best, without exception for any reason. “Tell them you’ve talked to me,” Kieran said matter-of-factly. 

“But that would be a lie,” Tyler protested. “And then I’ll end up on some medical transport or an Oberth, and they’ll be even more pissed at you. And they’ll never let me hear the end of it.”

Kieran shook her head. “No, you’ve talked to me about a real post. Because by Saturday, we will have talked about it. I’ll have Amanda send me your Academy file, and we’ll find a place for you on the Sato.”

Tyler’s eyes shone with hope and relief, but then her face fell. “I can’t let you do that, Captain,” she decided regretfully. “I haven’t earned a place on a Supremacy class ship, as much as I would love to be on one. I did this to myself, and I have to accept the consequences of my poor choices.”

Kieran smiled warmly at the conscientious cadet. “The fact that you know you’ve made poor choices and you regret them is enough for me. Look, kiddo, up until Shane died you had a spotless record. Think about it. How many Starfleet officers that we revere now had hiccups in their careers? We make allowances for how circumstances impact our officers. No one held Jean-Luc Picard’s feet to the fire over his time in the Borg Collective. No one court-martialed the Voyager crewmembers who assaulted me after they were infected with the Restidian bacteria. My first officer has served time in prison,” she pointed out. “I don’t think it’s reasonable or prudent, as the captain of a starship, to expect that my crewmembers be superhuman. Grief does awful things to people, Tyler. I’ve experienced it firsthand. I don’t think your taking a brief academic fall should necessarily mean you’re going to pilot a garbage scow for the next two years. I have any number of posts open on my ship, and I know you’ll fill one of them admirably. And we have the best counselors in the fleet, other than Deanna Riker, on my staff. They can work with you to help you deal with Shane’s death.” Kieran smiled at her, conveying reassurance and encouragement. “Come on, Tyler. What do you say?”

“Aren’t you afraid of how it will look?” she asked hesitantly, afraid to believe.

“How will it look?” Kieran laughed, totally unconcerned. 

“Like you did this to shut my parents up,” Tyler replied openly, nonplussed. 

Kieran scowled. “Okay, then how about if I get you a post cleaning the slush deuterium out of the receptacles?” she joked. “Nobody would believe that was a response to blackmail.”

“I—I don’t know much about Engineering, Sir, but if that’s where you want me—” she stammered.

Kieran nudged her. “You really have to get used to my sense of humor, kiddo,” she said, wiping her eyes as she laughed at Tyler’s face. “Look, they can say whatever they want. One thing you’ll learn about me pretty quickly is I don’t run a by-the-book sort of ship. Procedurally, yes, I do, but not when it comes to protocol. We laugh a lot on my ship. We play pranks, we compete in sports leagues, we celebrate every chance we get for no reason at all other than I like a good beer or one of our kids took her first step. And I don’t give a shit about public opinion of me, your parents’ or otherwise. If they pat themselves on the back for pressuring me into posting you on my ship, who cares? I got the best end of the deal—I got a smart, qualified officer who knows right from the get-go that I am fair and I never ask more than a person is capable of. Mistakes are things you learn from, if you’re lucky. I think it’s stupid to punish someone indefinitely for a simple error. You let your grades slide, you drank too much, so what? You lost the most important person in your life. You’re supposed to feel that, and react to it. If you didn’t, I’d think you were Borg yourself.” 

Tyler fell silent, her emotions working in her expression, and she battled herself to rein them in. “I could talk to them, you know. Try to tell them to call off their dogs,” she said softly.

Kieran flinched. “Absolutely not. You are not to dissuade them from doing whatever they feel compelled to do about me, and that, cadet, is an order. The only people who fear scrutiny are those with something to hide. I don’t have anything I need to worry about,” Kieran asserted confidently, a determined set to her jaw.

Tyler understood, suddenly, how Kieran had won Shane over all those years ago, when Shane had hated Kieran. No wonder Shane couldn’t keep hating the woman. 

Kieran smiled kindly at her. “What?” she asked simply.

Tyler blushed. “I was thinking how much Shane trusted you, and now I see why,” she faltered, her throat tightening.

Kieran knew Tyler was close to breaking down, and she knew that was exactly what the cadet needed to do. “You miss her, Tyler. Just say it. It’s okay,” she said softly. 

That was all it took. Tyler Bilbrey burst into tears and sobbed so violently her whole body shook. Kieran just sat there in the Chimera, oblivious to the crewmembers, few though they were, who were watching as she rocked Tyler like a child and patted her back. “Let it go, kiddo. Let it all out. I know,” she said gently, letting the younger woman cry. “She loved you, you know. She was pretty sure the Alpha Quadrant revolved around you,” she said quietly, which only made Tyler cry harder. 

When the torrent let up, Kieran hugged her, and when Tyler had composed herself again, Kieran said “Come to my quarters. There’s something I want to give you.”

They spent the better part of the afternoon looking through old photos of Shane and Kieran’s team, holovid of one of Shane’s best games on the basketball team, and a recording of a party they’d thrown for Shane back at the Academy. Tyler watched with a haunted expression, tucked into the corner of Kieran’s couch. When the videos had concluded, Kieran told Tyler every Shane story she could think of, and Kieran’s memories of her former student became a life raft of sorts for the broken-hearted cadet.

That night, alone in her quad, Tyler turned the box Kieran had given to her in her fingertips, watching the rank insignia catch the light. They were Shane’s cadet bars from command school, which Shane had given to Kieran when she graduated as a way of thanking Kieran for helping her find her way. Tyler scarcely believed Kieran would really assign her to the Sato, but at least Kieran didn’t hate her for the board of inquiry issues, and Tyler had a connection to Shane, in a distant way, via Kieran. 

Tyler’s comm station beeped and the message light began to flash, which meant someone had sent her comm mail. She heaved herself off of her bed, and went to check the inbox. Kieran had sent her copies of the vids they had watched of Shane. Along with the vid files, there was a note that said:

Ensign Bilbrey:

Effective at the conclusion of commencement ceremonies, you are transferred to the command of Captain Kieran Wildman aboard the USS Sato, under the direct authority of Admiral Owen Paris. Report to the Sato Sunday, May 15th, at 0900 hours.

Signed,

Cmdr. Kirk Walker

Adjutant 

Office of Admiral Owen Paris

There was another message from her new commander, that said briefly:

Tyler:

Welcome to my crew. I knew Admiral Paris would pull the strings if I asked. I looked over your records, and I think you’ll fit right in. Please report to my ready room Sunday morning, per the note attached from the Admiral’s office. 

Enjoy your graduation night, and congratulations, Ensign. 

Sincerely,

Kieran Wildman

Captain, USS Sato
Tyler sat in disbelief, reading the notes over and over again. Kieran had followed through, just as she had promised, and in a matter of hours, Tyler’s future was settled. She carefully composed a reply, and however bold her words, she wanted to be honest. Shane had told her what it was like to play for Coach Wildman, and how above all, Kieran hated liars and braggarts. She wrote:

Captain Wildman:

Thank you for going to the trouble to review my records and for believing in me enough to give me a chance on your crew. More than anything, thank you for the holovids of Shane, and for sharing your memories of her with me. She loved you very much, but above that, she respected and admired you for helping her turn her life around. Shane kept a picture of you by her workstation in her quarters, because she said it made her feel like you were still looking over her shoulder, making her toe the line. It helped her stay on track. In case she never told you so herself, I thought you should know how she felt about you. I will cherish her cadet’s bars always, and I thank you for them.

Sincerely,

Tyler Bilbrey

Cadet First Class, Starfleet Academy

Kieran got the note the next morning, and had to smile at the revelation Tyler had given her. Kieran had known that Shane loved her. She also knew she had earned Shane’s respect. And now she owed it to Shane to take care of her little sister, since Shane wouldn’t be there to smooth the way for Tyler. She was amused that Shane kept a picture of her around so Shane would feel like Kieran was still watching her, though. It tickled her to no end to think anyone would find her watchful eye an ominous prospect. 

_________________

Lenara Wildman delivered the practice run of her commencement speech to her wives, daughters, Ro Laren and the Janeways that evening, at Emily’s insistence that everything go on as normal. Emily refused to say anything about the testimony she had given earlier in the day, and she listened intently to Lenara’s comments. Kieran smiled ear to ear, remembering when Lenara had given the address at her own commencement, and how if she had not been Valedictorian, she would never have met Lenara Kahn, let alone had an affair with her. She beamed with pride at her Trill wife, who was an eloquent speaker, and whom the cadets would all clamor to speak to. It wasn’t every class that had a speaker as prestigious as Lenara Wildman, and the campus was buzzing about the guaranteed standing room only ceremony. 

After she recited the entire lecture, the assembled women had coffee and dessert, and discussed the merits of the speech, with suggestions to improve it. Kieran snuck up behind Lenara in the kitchen as Lenara was slicing pie, and slid her arms around her very pregnant wife. “I think it was perfect just as you gave it, Nara,” she said softly into the shell of the Trill’s ear. “Promise me you won’t run off with some cadet who is smitten by your brilliance,” she teased. 

Lenara chuckled softly and turned in the circle of Kieran’s arms. “It is a strange déjà vu, isn’t it? But Be’thal, the Valedictorian is a man, so no chance of a repeat of our post-graduation entanglement,” she replied, smiling up at the taller woman. “The five days after you graduated were probably the most exciting and intense days of my young life,” she recalled, her grey green eyes twinkling wickedly. “It’s a wonder I didn’t die of exhaustion.”

Kieran grinned knowingly. “My intent wasn’t to kill you, only to make you too tired to run away from me,” she replied, kissing Lenara’s forehead. “My beautiful Lenara,” she whispered against the Trill’s soft skin, “I fell so hard for you,” she admitted. 

Lenara kissed her tenderly, cool Trill hands cradling Kieran’s face. “I had to fight myself desperately to keep from asking you to resign your commission,” Lenara conceded. “I thought it was too much to ask.”

“If you had asked, Dre’on, I would have done it without question,” Kieran replied, holding Lenara gently against her chest.

“Liar,” Lenara chided her. “I did ask when you came to Trill and you refused.”

Kieran traced the chevron at Lenara’s temple, gazing purposefully at her. “That was because Robin had shattered my faith in my worthiness, and I didn’t trust anyone. It had nothing at all to do with my love for you, Cha’on, you have to believe that,” she stated with an expression so earnest Lenara couldn’t tease her any longer. 

“I do believe you, cha’malar’on,” she acquiesced, no longer playful. She nuzzled Kieran’s lips sweetly, conveying love and desire. She wanted Kieran to be reassured. Kieran’s eyes were penetrating when her emotion was strong, and the intensity of her gaze left Lenara weak. 

“Give yourself to me, shar Le’nara,” she whispered passionately. “As I give myself to you.”

“How do you give yourself to me?” Lenara returned.

Kieran remembered her pledge from the night they first spoke the Be’Prem. “I give myself to you completely, for now, forever, with my heart open equally to all those you choose to love as I love you, with all that I am.”

Lenara was momentarily mute, remembering that night. “I ache for you, kadicadre’jir,” she replied, eyes slitted with immediate desire. “Will you be my wunjor?”

Kieran nodded slowly. “Always, Be’thal,” she agreed. “Let me make an excuse to the guests and we can go to my room.”

No one was the least bit deceived by the alleged reason the two women were going to bed so early, but their friends and family were too polite to say otherwise, and Kieran wasn’t about to stick around long enough to invite any ribbing. Jenny and Laren seized the opportunity to beg off further socializing themselves, while the scrutiny was focused clearly on Kieran and Lenara. Seven and Naomi hardly noticed at all, they were so engrossed in a conversation off in a corner, which Kieran heard a snippet of as she and Lenara walked down the hallway. Naomi had said to Seven “You told me once if you ever slept with Kieran…”

“…you didn’t think you could get over the experience. Back when I told you about giving Lenara the paka’shu’edom, and I was crying to you about how in love with her I had fallen. I asked you how you had gotten over Kieran, so you could go back to K-Mom, and you told me you never had gotten over Kieran, but since you’d never slept with her, it was easier.”

Seven nodded. “I recall that conversation exactly,” she agreed, averting her eyes and pretending to be engrossed in arranging her long legs on the couch.

Naomi wasn’t a bit deceived. “Well, now you have slept with her. You’ve been in love with her. Were you right, all those years ago, that you wouldn’t be able to overcome that?” Naomi asked in a coaxing tone, ducking her head to catch Seven’s gaze.

Seven’s brow furrowed. “Why are you asking me this now, Naomi? Kieran and I were rescued ages ago,” she scolded her daughter impatiently.

Naomi touched Seven’s mesh-covered hand. “Mom, I’m trying to check in with you. You and Kieran seem fine with each other, but for all I know, you’re carrying around a lot of pain, still. Sometimes, I see Kieran looking at you or Erin, and I just know her heart is breaking,” Naomi said persuasively. 

“I have learned to live with it, as has your wife,” Seven said matter-of-factly. “I have immersed myself in my life with Kathryn and your sisters, and I don’t have time to think about what might have been. The only time it is difficult, truly, is when I see Geejay and Kieran interacting. They are so close, and I know Kieran feels like Geejay is our daughter, in some ways, because we parented her in San Francisco. And she feels the same about Erin. How can I not feel strongly about someone who so loves my children?” she asked, her glacier-blue eyes pained. “Kathryn and I are happier than we ever were before, and I do not regret being rescued,” she asserted, swallowing her emotion. She knew her feelings for Kieran were still there, but buried beneath the surface where they belonged. She couldn’t fathom why Naomi was poking at the healing wound. 

Naomi smiled warmly. “I’m glad you’re coping, Mom. Kieran is much better now, too. You know, Seven, it’s just that I love you, and if you wanted to talk to someone, you could talk to me,” she offered. 

Seven scowled. “I love you as well, but you really need to learn when to stop being a counselor, and when to just be my daughter, Naomi,” she said, more sternly than she intended. 

Naomi knew then that the wound was still festering, and that Seven was simply sublimating it. “I didn’t mean to offend you, Mom,” Naomi said in a conciliatory tone. 

Seven swallowed her ire. “I am not offended. Just irritable.” She toyed with the slipcover on the arm of the sofa, not meeting Naomi’s eyes.

“Why irritable?” Naomi pressed, already knowing the reason but wanting Seven to identify the source of the emotion. 

“This has been a stressful time,” Seven replied lamely, brushing a stray lock of hair way from her ocular implant. 

“The girls are safe,” Naomi reminded her, “we’re all healthy. It’s okay to breathe now,” she encouraged the former Borg. “Is there something else on your mind?”

Seven nodded slowly, realizing what was bothering her. “The board of inquiry.”

“I thought so,” Naomi acknowledged. 

“You remember how badly it went for your mother when Voyager returned,” Seven pointed out. “I think Kieran has been through enough stress and strain to last three lifetimes. I do not trust that Starfleet will be fair and just,” the former Borg drone explained.

“K-Mom got through it, and she came out smelling like a rose, Mom. Kieran will too,” Naomi contended, hoping, if nothing else, to convince herself. “We’ll all be there to support her at the end of the proceedings every day, and she will defend her command just as admirably as Kathryn did,” she said confidently, proud of her wife. “But I understand your feeling worried for her, and I know it’s because you love her,” she said more gently. 

Seven closed her eyes momentarily, sighing. “I cannot imagine trying to explain to Geejay if Kieran is somehow disgraced,” she admitted her fear. “I think it would simply crush her, she worships Kieran so much.”

“She won’t be disgraced, Seven,” Naomi assured her. “Anyone with a lick of sense knows that Kieran was not negligent in any way, shape or form. Emily and Jenny will be the first to champion Kieran’s reputation, and if they hold no animosity for their kidnapping, how can anyone else?” Naomi patted Seven’s thigh. “Really, you worry too much, Mom. It’s going to be fine.”

_______________

The graduating class filed into the assembly hall amid rowdy applause from their families, friends, faculty, and fellow cadets. Admiral Brand called the commencement ceremony to order, and gave a short introductory speech. The Salutatorian of the class spoke next, and showed a holovid of some of the highlights of the class’ four year run at the Academy. The Valedictorian came next with his speech. Then it was Lenara Wildman’s turn to address the crowd, to speak of dreams and the future and reaching beyond one’s expectations. The entire Wildman clan had come to hear her talk, and to attend the reception as visiting dignitaries of sorts. Kieran had agreed, as had Kathryn, to present awards at the banquet after graduation, because the students always felt honored when legendary Starfleet officers came to the ceremonies. For the former cadets themselves, presenting was a privilege and an honor. 

Kieran made a point of finding Tyler Bilbrey after the cadets were released, so that she could introduce the young woman to her family and crewmembers. She took special pains to make certain Tyler got to meet Lenara, because to Tyler’s classmates, being singled out for an introduction to the famous Trill scientist would do wonders for Tyler’s reputation. Lenara was gracious and humble as always, and flattered the young cadet for looking so dashing in her uniform. Tyler blushed and stuttered and nearly fell all over herself at the honor of shaking Lenara’s hand. As Kieran had expected, many cadets approached Lenara with copies of Emily’s book, asking for autographs and introductions. 

Kieran glanced nervously at the throng of people pushing toward her pregnant wife, and she said in Tyler’s ear, “Your first assignment, Ensign, is to get my wife out of here before this mob tramples her. Escort her to the reception, please,” she said tersely.

“Aye, Sir,” Tyler replied, immediately aware of protocol. “Doctor Wildman,” she held out her arm to Lenara, “please follow me.”

Kieran and her clan attended the reception, and she managed to introduce Tyler to all of her wives, family members, and to Kathryn and Seven. She prefaced each introduction with “I’d like you to meet my newest crewmember, Ensign Bilbrey.” Tyler felt as though she had suddenly found a light in the darkness of the aftermath of Shane’s death, amid sympathetic words and encouraging predictions of her future on the Sato, and the warmth directed her way for no apparent reason other than her crewmates’ support and acceptance of all new converts to the fold. It was so overwhelming to the young woman that she almost forgot to find her parents to tell them she had been assigned to the Sato. Just as she was telling them the good news, Seven of Nine found her and asked her to dance. Tyler was fairly sure she had died right along with Shane, and somehow, she had ended up in heaven. 

The Bilbreys were startled by the overture, and Kathryn Janeway stayed with them to talk as Seven waltzed with Tyler. 

Zach Bilbrey, Tyler’s father, shook his head, saying pointedly “It won’t work, Ambassador. No matter what your captain does to grease the wheels, the board will still be convened.”

Kathryn schooled her face to passivity, despite the churning anger just beneath her façade. “Kieran isn’t trying to grease anything, crewman,” she said mildly. “She is repaying a debt to Shane. Like any good officer,” she emphasized Kieran’s superior status to theirs, “she understands the importance of loyalty. If you’ll excuse me,” she added abruptly, disliking the Bilbreys immediately. 

Tyler distanced herself as far from her parents as possible that evening, angry with them for their vindictiveness and their misdirected need for retribution. When the reception ended, she found them long enough to give them a disc of the holovids of Shane, saying simply that Captain Wildman had given them to her to remember Shane by. She wished them well on their journeys on the Newton, and agreed to keep in touch. She knew it was unlikely she would ever try to see them again. 

_________________

Cassidy Thompson pushed the bedroom door open with her foot, balancing a serving tray as she came into the brightly lit guest room of Gerry Thompson’s Florida house. Sunlight flooded this room in particular, which was on the sunrise end of the house. Violet Thompson had insisted the room be done in sunny yellows for that reason. Cassidy, who was an expert at sleeping, never could oversleep there, for the light flooding the room. 

Cameron was sound asleep, arm thrown dramatically over her eyes to block out the light pouring through the blinds. Cassidy smiled softly to herself, watching her wife’s chest rise and fall. It was hard to believe they had been married over thirty years, but then Cassidy didn’t really know how to calculate her own age any longer, after switching dimensions. While she would be fifty-four in the dimension she had come from, in this time line she was much younger, and thanks to modern medicine, her biological clock had been set back so that she appeared to be in her late thirties—the same age the departed Cassidy Thompson would have been in relation to Kieran, had she lived. Cameron, who should be pushing sixty, had always been stunning, even before her physiology was adjusted to be slightly older than Kieran’s age. 

Cassidy could remember their relationship as clearly as yesterday, from the very first time Cameron Wheeler had walked into the manatee preserve, looking stilted and stodgy in her blue business suit, briefcase in hand. Gerry and Violet had almost laughed in her face, considering that the Thompson’s mostly lived in their wetsuits, and rarely got more formal than chinos and Hawaiian shirts. Cassidy had come bursting into the front office, which back then was built onto the house, her shoulder length, curly hair in wild disarray and soaked from diving to repair a filtration rotor system. 

Cameron had looked her up and down as if Cassidy were an alien, especially when Cassidy held out her hand to shake Cameron’s and her palm was black with decomposed moss. Cameron had shaken Cassidy’s hand anyway, though the distaste was evident in the sickly smile she gave the younger Thompson. 

Truth be told, Cassidy hadn’t been overly impressed when she’d read Cameron’s resume, because Cassidy’s prejudice against anyone coming from a commercial organization was that they were likely to have an exploitive attitude about the animals. She had been pleasantly surprised to find during the interview that Cameron had been involved in all sorts of political activist groups that were formed for the protection of the wetlands, the conservation and preservation of marine life, and education about those subjects. Cameron had been tirelessly devoted to every cause in Orlando, in fact, and Cassidy saw in her a kindred spirit—a fellow workaholic. Before the interview was half over, they were telling war stories about rescues they’d been on, lobbying they’d done, petitions they’d circulated, and tragedies they’d witnessed. 

Cassidy shifted the breakfast tray in her hands, studying Cameron’s face. She remembered just as clearly the first time she saw Cameron in a wetsuit, which was only a few hours after the interview. Cassidy had offered to take Cameron diving in the preserve to show her the equipment required to run the preserve, from the nitration and denitration system, gravity and sand pressure filtration systems, turbidity and algae control systems, to the overall ecological balancing act that made the preserve a natural environment. Cassidy had been detained with one of the volunteers, and when she arrived fifteen minutes late, Cameron was standing there on the dock, form-fitting lavender neoprene outlining her curves and muscles, and the manatees surfacing beside the dock to look her over. Cameron was talking to them, and Cassidy watched her kneel down to scratch Babar’s back. 

“Hey, big guy,” she had said, grinning with delight. “Aren’t you a looker,” she complimented him.

Cassidy could see that moment with crystal clarity now, decades later, and now it was apparent to her that she had been attracted to Cameron, though at the time, she would have denied it. In fact, it was probably the gentle manner Cameron had with the manatees that cemented Cassidy’s impression of her, which was a complete contradiction of what Cameron’s resume had portrayed. Looking back, it was possibly right then and there that she fell in love with Cameron, those stolen moments watching her talking to Bessie and Babar and Collin and Jerome. Cassidy suppressed a wistful sigh. Collin and Jerome didn’t exist in this dimension, at least, not at the Thompson’s preserve. 

Cassidy also recalled how Cameron had been so receptive to everything Cassidy showed her, grasping instantly how critical the mangroves were to the absorption of nitrogen, phosphate, and other organics that threatened the life of the manatees and the aquatic plants. She had asked all the right questions, and it was clear that the leap from a commercial to a natural environment was not an excessive stretch for her. 

Cassidy probably should have known there was an attraction between them, especially when she caught Cameron ogling her behind as she was showing her the protein skimmer system and bending over to reach the control panel for it. But Cassidy was what they called a late bloomer, which was a nice way of saying she didn’t have a clue about sex, romance, or what she wanted in a partner, not until Cameron Wheeler came along and showed her. 

Cassidy smiled at her wife, chest welling with love and tenderness for her, ever mindful to be thankful for what she had been blessed with.

Cameron stirred, blinking like a sleepy owl, and spotted Cassidy. “Hey,” she said groggily. “What’s that?”

Cassidy smiled, joining Cameron on the bed. “Breakfast. Good morning, honey,” she added, placing the tray over Cameron’s legs. “I hope you’re hungry.” 

“Cass, this is so sweet,” she murmured, checking under the silver stasis lids. Eggs benedict, fresh fruit, pancakes, hot coffee, and bacon beckoned, and Cameron suddenly felt famished. “Join me?” she asked her wife, and the two women had an impromptu picnic in bed.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Cassidy said, sipping her coffee, “but since we have leave time, and since Emily isn’t testifying to an open courtroom, I planned an outing for us. Dad and Gretchen are going to keep Chance. As soon as you’re finished and showered, we can go,” she said, voice unable to mask her excitement. 

Cameron nodded eagerly. “I love surprises. I’ll go clean up,” she said softly, studying Cassidy’s face and hesitating.

“What, Cam?” Cassidy asked, “do I have egg on my face or something?”

Cameron set the breakfast tray aside, leaning forward to kiss her wife. “No. I was just thinking about the first time I told you I love you,” she said against Cassidy’s cheek. 

Cassidy grinned. “Yeah? It sure as hell took you long enough. But then you were a woman of the world, and I was as pure as the driven snow,” she teased, green eyes flashing with humor. 

Cameron shook her head. “Pure my ass, you’d been lusting after me for weeks. There wasn’t a chaste thought in your head, Miss Missy,” she shot back. Her words were playful, but her touch was delicate against Cassidy’s face, and her eyes betrayed how much her heart truly held. “Does it ever bother you? That I’m the only lover you’ve ever had?”

Cassidy waggled her eyebrows. “Don’t be so sure about that,” she taunted her wife. 

Cameron scowled playfully. “Well, if I’m not, then you’ve been unfaithful to me,” she accused, pretending to be wounded. 

Cassidy giggled. “You know I haven’t, Cam. I wouldn’t know how to seduce a woman if my life depended on it. Kieran’s the Lothario in this family. She got an early start, and I was always so in awe of her ability to romance a woman, I never ventured there myself. I hardly even dated,” she admitted. “If you hadn’t come along I’d probably still be single,” she realized, laughing at her social ineptitude. 

“You wouldn’t, Cass,” Cameron assured her. “I see how the women on the Sato crew look at you. The men too.  And besides, if I hadn’t turned your head, you’d have ended up with Grace Banks,” she reminded her wife.

Cassidy snorted. “Would not,” she argued. “Not for lack of trying on her part, though,” she agreed. “The whole volleyball team laughed about it behind Grace’s back,” she recalled. 

Cameron grinned sheepishly. “Well, when Grace asked you out, that got my attention,” she recalled.

***********

Cameron Wheeler watched from the center of the court as her co-worker and closest friend, Cassidy Thompson, leapt high over the volleyball net, smashing the ball decisively into the ground at her opponents’ feet. It was perfectly executed, and an appreciative murmur rippled through the women on Cassidy and Cameron’s team. 

“That’s game,” Grace Banks announced triumphantly. “Practice on Thursday, 4:30, ladies. See you then.” 

Cassidy smiled at Cameron as they wandered off the sandy court. “Okay,” Cassidy conceded, “I’m glad you signed us up. I’m enjoying it,” she admitted, toweling the sweat from her brow. It had soaked the ringlets of her sandy blonde hair, darkening it so that her green eyes stood out.

Cameron reminded herself not to ogle the younger woman, and touched her shoulder. “I knew you would. You’re really good, Cass.”

Cassidy shrugged. “Nobody ever offered me a scholarship like they did you,” she complimented her colleague. “I wish I could have seen you play.” 

“I think I have some old holovid, but it’s none too exciting,” she replied. Cameron grabbed her duffel bag. “Here comes Grace. I’ll wait for you,” she offered, heading toward her hover bike.

The team had begun to scatter, and Grace Banks sauntered over to Cassidy Thompson, smiling. “Nice kill,” she complimented her teammate. “You made Becky eat sand trying to get to it,” she laughed, flawless teeth flashing in the afternoon light.

They exchanged high fives, and Cassidy patted Grace’s back. “It was only as good as the set up you gave me, Grace. Man, you can place the ball on a dime,” she enthused.

“Are you busy right now?” Grace asked hopefully as they ambled toward the parking lot. “The Snook Inn is having a clam bake—two for one beers, steamed mussels—how about it?” she asked, her tone light enough, but her deep brown eyes holding a hint of something Cassidy couldn’t identify.

Cassidy glanced at Cameron, who was waiting for her by her hover bike. “I—I’m supposed to change out some filters back at the preserve,” she replied hesitantly. “I promised Dad I’d do it today,” she explained to Grace. “But thanks,” she added, turning to go.

Grace snagged her hand. “Cass, the preserve won’t shut down if you’re two hours later than you’d planned.”

“I’ve been out of town with Cameron a lot lately,” she tried to explain. “I feel like I’ve been dumping everything on my parents,” she reasoned. Cassidy’s head had swum, then, because Cameron was leaning nonchalantly against her hover bike, a knowing smirk playing at the corners of her lips. It was as though Cameron were taunting her, daring her to go out with Grace.

“I doubt they mind,” Grace said persuasively, still holding her hand. “Come on. I’ll buy, and I promise I’ll have you home in time to do your maintenance work.”

“I—Cameron—” she stammered, casting a furtive look at the older woman. Cameron stood there, a fine sheen of perspiration on her well-muscled arms, and golden sunlight reflecting off the ocean and onto her face, so that her countenance was illuminated in a magical sort of way. Her hair was jet black from the sweat soaking it, and the sight of her took Cassidy’s breath away.

“Oh,” Grace’s face fell. “Then the rumors are true? You’re her lover? After watching you two together I didn’t think so, but I’m sorry if I overstepped a line, Cass,” she backpedaled.

“No, I’m not,” she said too quickly, “we’re not—I’ve never—she’s—” Cassidy faltered, then gave up searching for the explanation that wouldn’t come. “Oh hell, Grace, let’s go,” she finally agreed, exasperated with her own conflicted emotions. She wished the rumors were true, she realized, but Cameron was probably just humoring her by buddying around with her. “I’ll tell Cam to go without me. Be right back.” 

Cameron was waiting patiently, eyebrow quirked and a smug expression playing on her face. “Ready?” she asked sweetly. 

Cassidy’s stomach was in a knot, and she couldn’t quite shake the feeling that Cameron was making fun of her, somehow. “Uh—no, you go ahead. Grace will take me home later,” Cassidy explained, watching as Cameron’s smile ran away like the fading afternoon light around them. The reaction made Cassidy  hope, for the briefest moment, that Cameron might, in fact, have feelings for her.

“Ah, so she finally made her move,” Cameron said in a tone so neutral, Cassidy’s hopes evaporated instantly. “She’s had her eye on you since the first team practice, you know,” she advised her friend, winking. She cocked her head to one side to block the glare from the waves, at the same time giving herself a better angle to see Cassidy’s face. 

Cassidy was staggered by the observation. “She has? C’mon, Cam, no she hasn’t. It’s just a beer, not a date,” she protested. “Isn’t it?” she asked her companion, feeling bewildered. 

Cameron chuckled. “Go with her and find out for yourself. I’ll bet you 5 am feedings for a week she tries to kiss you,” she challenged Cassidy. 

“Yeah?” Cassidy asked, regaining some of her equilibrium. “You think I should go?” she asked, hoping Cameron would say no, please don’t. In that split second, Cassidy realized Cameron had never done anything remotely suggestive of an attraction toward her—not a look, not a touch—and the bantering they had done, all the flirting, was all in response to the teasing the team dished out about their supposed relationship. Cassidy unconsciously slipped her hand into Cameron’s as she posed the question, and the two women faced one another, eyes searching for something unspoken in one another’s demeanor. 

Cameron squeezed Cassidy’s fingers gently. “She’s waiting, Cassidy,” was all she said. 

Cameron’s heart sank as Cassidy nodded and walked away. Cameron didn’t know that Cassidy’s heart ached just as much. She wondered vaguely if Cassidy could hear her brain screaming at her to come back, not to go with Grace. But Cassidy kept walking. 

Cameron jumped on her hover bike and sped away, fingers throbbing, chest so tight she could barely breathe. Why didn’t you tell her, you dumb ass? Why didn’t you say anything? she scolded herself. This has been a great year, much better than you had any right to expect, and it’s because of her. All those nights at the symposium, the banquets and the wine tasting, you could have danced with her, but you were afraid to ask. Afraid she might shatter your fantasy, afraid she might not want you the way you want her, afraid your feelings might spill over. Coward. You told yourself she was looking at you across the ballroom, that night, that she was wishing there were more between you. You loved the way she let her eyes wander over you, thinking it meant she was attracted to you.  You imagined it all, Cameron. All of it. You let the team think she’s your lover, and you loved that misconception, because it let you pretend, for a moment, that she loves you. 

Cameron rode so fast that she barely remembered the trip back to the preserve. She struggled into her new wetsuit, a neon blue one she had coveted ever since she had come to Naples. She had mentioned it in passing to Cassidy, that she should just break down and buy it, since her lavender one was wearing out, and Cassidy had bought it for her for her 24th birthday. As if it hadn’t meant everything to Cameron, to have such an amazing piece of equipment, Cassidy had been casual about the gift. For the faintest moment, Cameron had hoped it signified more than friendship. But it was only a moment. Now Cassidy was on a date with Grace. Cameron decided she would change out the filters Cass had promised Gerry she would change, just in case Cassidy didn’t come home. The bare idea of Cassidy spending the night with Grace made Cameron’s gut wrench, as though a knife were suddenly in it, twisting. 

Cameron thought about Grace Banks. She was gorgeous, all tanned and sinewy, sun bleached blonde hair, perfect teeth, and that voice—whenever the volleyball team did drills, they played loud music, and Grace sang along. She knew every word, and she sang like perfection. Everyone admired her for that, and the team actually nicknamed her “Amazing Grace”. Grace was the best setter on the team, and she seemed to focus her attention on setting Cassidy up to spike the ball for the most powerful kills Cameron had ever seen. The two were a perfect tandem in the front court. Cameron had tried any number of times to emulate the way Grace set the ball, and her own technique had improved from studying Grace’s, but still, Grace was far superior.

Cameron tugged on her aqua socks, and belted on her diving weights. Grace had the most incredible hands—delicate, but accurate when she set the ball, and feminine wrists that were so strong without looking it. She had been aptly named, because she was, in fact, graceful. Cameron imagined that Grace’s fingertips would be exquisitely gentle, holding Cassidy’s face in them while they kissed. Cameron had been so careful, so particular, never allowing herself to indulge in sexual thoughts about Cassidy, never trying to imagine how kissing Cassidy would feel. She had such an abiding respect for Cassidy, and somehow, picturing her co-worker in an intimate way felt like an invasion, a presumption. Now the thought of Cassidy with Grace was like an assault on Cameron’s senses. She had to compose herself before she could dive, she knew, and she sat on the bench in the locker room of the pump house, trying to pull her emotions back in. 

Of course, Cassidy thought Cameron was indifferent, Cameron realized. What else could the woman think? Cameron had been guarded and protective of her own heart, and while it was understandable after Susan, Cassidy didn’t know that history. Cameron had never shared it. So how could Cassidy know what Cameron had been through, how the accident had left her broken and bruised emotionally? Pulling Susan’s limp body out of the whale tank, knowing her injuries were too severe for survival, and the blood everywhere, running from her ears because her chest was crushed. Cameron had been devastated on two levels, first, at losing her lover, and second, because the Orca who had killed Susan would be relocated, at best, and euthanized at worst, after such a violent outburst. She knew then her tolerance for the commercial marine park industry was exceeded, and she would be leaving. She never told the Thompsons in her interview, that Susan’s death was part of the reason, and while everyone in the marine biology community knew about the tragic accident, it wasn’t well publicized that Cameron had been Susan’s lover. 

Cameron forced herself to tuck away the memories, and entered the manatee preserve to do the maintenance Cassidy was supposed to be doing. Cameron never could quite get used to the murky water in the preserve, because it was a natural habitat, unlike Sea World, where the visibility of the animals inside the tanks was the paramount consideration. The tanks there were pristine, with bright lighting and light blue backgrounds, so that the viewing public could easily spot the killer whales, manatees, dolphins, and sea lions in their pens. 

Here in the preserve, which was all about conservation and not about ‘the show’, there were no lights, and wristlamps were required. Visibility was limited to about three feet most days, depending upon how turbulent the water was and how active the manatees. She took her time, making sure the job was perfect, because she would need a good reference from the Thompsons for her next job. She wanted her work, as always, to be above reproach, even if her heart was no longer in it. And she knew she couldn’t possibly stay on at the preserve if Cassidy took Grace Banks for a lover.

Cameron finished up, and even though she knew she was stalling, hoping that Cassidy would come back, she told herself that she was only being considerate in doing the morning food prep. All Cassidy would have to do was walk out on the dock and feed the manatees, and then fall back into bed with Grace. Cameron measured out the vitamin supplements and the antiparasitic drugs, parceling them into the labeled containers. She was slow and methodical about it, and resolved to take a long, hot shower in the locker room before heading back to her apartment. Ordinarily, she’d crash in Cassidy’s room, if she was at the preserve late, or she’d sack out on the Thompson’s couch, but somehow, it felt wrong to be in their home if Cassidy might come there with a date. 

***********

The Snook Inn was packed, and the Tiki Bar was six people deep at each serving line. Grace smiled, running her hand through her closely cropped blonde hair. “Would you rather get a ‘to-go’ order, Cass? There aren’t any seats,” she noted, looking around the restaurant’s outdoor seating area. 

“I’ll check inside for a table,” Cassidy offered. She returned momentarily. “To go it is, because the dining room is packed, too.”

A waitress overheard them, and stopped. “Hey, Cassidy, how are you?” she asked. “Hear from Kieran, lately?”

“Jenna!” Cassidy enthused, kissing her cheek. “She’s on the Enterprise,” she reported. “Comms me at least once a week. She got married a couple of months ago. I’ll tell her you asked about her. How’s Teresa?” she asked, trying to be polite to Kieran’s ex-lover. 

Jenna waggled her eyebrows. “Sexy as ever,” she replied, winking. “I read about Kieran’s wedding, actually,” she added. “Lenara Kahn. Wow. Why doesn’t it surprise me that Kieran landed some braniac? Hey, I have a table opening up, if you guys want it. Don’t tell Pablo, or he’ll chew me a new one. It’s down by the waterside—best spot in the outdoor seating area. Interested?”

Grace nodded vigorously. “Thanks. We were just about to give up and do take out,” she admitted. 

Jenna smiled. “Come on. Cass, do you still drink Corona with lime?”

Cassidy nodded. “Always. Kieran got me hooked on the combo,” she agreed. 

“What are you having?” she asked Grace. 

“Same thing is fine,” she said in a friendly tone. “Thanks for getting us a spot.”

The table was on a platform beside the Marco River, isolated from most of the other diners, Tiki lamps burning around the corners of the dock and candles lighting the table cloth. Grace pulled out Cassidy’s chair, which startled her, but she accepted the gesture. 

Jenna came back with drinks and a complimentary appetizer, kneeling beside Cassidy’s chair. “You guys ready to order?” she asked. She grinned at Cassidy, smirking. “Who’s your girlfriend, Sundance?” she asked, teasing. 

“This is Grace, my teammate,” Cassidy replied. “I think I’ll have fried clam strips and some broiled scallops.”

Grace ordered the stuffed grouper, and Jenna slipped off into the darkness. “She’s pretty,” Grace commented. “One of Kieran’s conquests?” she asked. 

Cassidy sipped her beer. “Kieran’s first serious girlfriend,” Cassidy replied. “Really a sweetheart, too. I was sorry they broke up when Kelsey went to the Academy,” she recalled. 

“Word is, you were just plain sorry Kieran went to Starfleet, period,” Grace offered, squeezing her lime into her beer. “Why didn’t you go join up, too?”

Cassidy shook her head. “I’m not as adventurous as my sister,” she confessed. “And the preserve is so important to Mom and Dad. I don’t think they’ll ever forgive Kelsey for leaving them with it.”

“I love this song,” Grace changed the subject. “Dance with me—that waitress called you Sundance, after all,” she said playfully, pushing back her chair. She dragged Cassidy to the side of the dining area before Cassidy could decline, and the two women were dancing to a lively rhythm. 

Grace was a good dancer, and Cassidy felt conspicuous by comparison, but eventually she loosened up and enjoyed herself. Jenna brought their dinner after three songs, and they sat back down to eat. Cassidy told Grace all about the preserve, the symposium she and Cameron had just attended, and the various preserves they had visited on their recent trip. Grace asked insightful questions, and tried to ignore the fact that every other word out of Cassidy’s mouth was ‘Cameron’, but it was fairly obvious that the women were close. Grace knew she would have to make her intentions known sooner than later, because if she hesitated, Cassidy would probably realize she had feelings for Cameron, if she hadn’t already admitted it to herself. 

They drank several beers, and while Cassidy tried to beg off so she could go do her work at the preserve, Grace persuaded her to go for a sail down the Marco River. Grace’s parents berthed their small sloop at the Snook’s marina, and Cassidy hadn’t gone sailing in such a long time, she couldn’t resist. The breeze was light, but sufficient to move them along, and they sailed out toward the Gulf of Mexico in the moonlight. 

At the mouth of the river, there was a shallow area and a series of sand bars. Cassidy warned Grace about them, advising her how to steer clear, but the boat ran aground on a large, white sand island. The battens went slack as the wind died, and there was insufficient thrust to maneuver back into the open water. The women decided to make the most of the low tide and Grace found some tequila down in the cargo hold. 

“Tide is coming in, and we should be afloat within the hour,” she told Cassidy. “Here, try this,” she offered her the shot glass and sat down beside her on the padded bench that ran along the side deck of the sloop.

“Whoo!” Cassidy gasped after she downed the shot. “You know, I don’t drink a lot, Grace, and you’re getting me loaded,” she protested. “How’m I gonna do my dive tonight?” she asked. 

“Same way you always do,” Grace replied.

“No, you can’t dive intoxicated. It’s too dangerous,” Cassidy lectured. “Safety is the first rule of the dive,” she recited. 

Grace swallowed her shot. “I can see Cameron’s got you paranoid,” she retorted, stretching and yawning. She draped her arms nonchalantly on the thin metal railing behind them, watching Cassidy’s reaction.

“Cameron? How would she do that?” Cassidy asked, throwing her head back and gazing up at the stars overhead. 

“Well, because her lover died,” Grace replied. “So she’s understandably cautious about diving now,” she explained. 

Cassidy sat up straight. “What the hell are you talking about? What lover?”

“She hasn’t told you? You didn’t know?” Grace asked, disbelieving. “Jesus, Cass, don’t you ever watch the news?” Cassidy looked piteously at Grace, shaking her head. “Cameron’s lover died at Sea World. They were working with a killer whale that was untrained, and it was learning to do jumps. The whale got violent—grabbed Cam’s leg and dragged her around, and then the other woman—I can’t remember her name—got killed when the whale breached and landed on her. Cam tried to save her, but it was too late, and she died at the hospital. It was all over the satellite feeds, Cass.”

“Cam told you that they were lovers?” she asked, stunned. She remembered that there had been an accident, but she had avoided asking Cameron about it, because she had assumed it was a sore topic. Losing a colleague was always gut-wrenching, and having a trusted animal turn on you was just too difficult to imagine. 

Grace shook her head, pouring another round. “No, but she didn’t have to. There was a video clip of the funeral and Cam was sobbing her heart out, and all her coworkers were gathered around her, trying to calm her down. It was obvious to anyone watching what was what,” she contended. “When she joined the team, we agreed not to ever mention her—oh, yeah, Susan was her name. We agreed never to mention Susan, but we all knew the story. As closely as you work with her, I’m surprised she’s never said anything.” Grace sighed, gazing out over the water as the tide lapped at the bottom of the sailboat. “It’s why no one on the team has ever asked her out. Otherwise, there’d have been several interested parties,” she laughed, nudging  Cassidy. “Here, you need this worse than I do,” she opined, handing the last shot to Cassidy, who looked like someone had pulled the plug on her energy. 

Cassidy took the shot and downed it, barely grimacing from the burning alcohol sliding down her throat. It explained so much about Cameron. How meticulous she was about her equipment, how conscientious she always was about dive protocol, how protective she was of anyone she was in the water with. And it explained that sad, faraway look she got sometimes, as if she were spaced out mentally, in another time or place. 

“Look,” Grace said, scooting closer to Cassidy, “I didn’t mean to bring up such a downer subject,” she apologized. “I’m really happy you agreed to go out with me,” she said sincerely, reaching for Cassidy’s hand. “I would’ve asked you a lot sooner, but I thought you and Cam were together,” she added. “I’m glad you’re not.” She leaned in closer, brushing her lips over Cassidy’s. She kissed her briefly again, trying to get a feeling for how receptive Cassidy felt. 

Cassidy was puzzled over Grace’s attraction, and her brain was muddled by alcohol. “You are?” she asked absently. 

Grace laughed softly. “Couldn’t you tell? Cass, I’ve had a crush on you since junior high,” she admitted. “You were so mysterious, so quiet, and about the time I figured out I liked you, you went off to college. You must have been the youngest graduate our school ever had,” she marveled at it. 

Cassidy studied her topsiders. “That was so long ago,” she said noncommittally. “Junior high? You liked me back then? I was such a dork,” she remembered. 

Grace touched her cheek. “No you weren’t. You were smart and cute, and kind of a nerd, and I thought it was charming,” she replied. “We barely got settled into high school before you were off to the university, or I would have asked you to date me,” she revealed. “Would you have?” she asked quietly, trying to catch Cassidy’s eye.

Cassidy’s head started to spin. Grace Banks had been one of the most popular girls in school, and Cassidy had been nobody—just Kieran Thompson’s little sister. “Probably not. I was too shy back then to even think about dating,” she confirmed. “And especially not you—you’d have intimidated the hell out of me, Grace. I wouldn’t have believed you were really into me, I imagine. Back then, everyone who showed any interest in me was really just trying to get an inside line on Kieran—autograph, tickets to a game, whatever,” she recalled. 

Grace lifted Cassidy’s chin with two fingers. “Cass, I didn’t give a damn about your sister being some big basketball star. I wanted to be with you for you,” she emphasized, kissing Cassidy again. 

For just a moment, Cassidy was back in school, walking down a hallway packed with students—kids she had grown up with who never gave her the time of day. She was holding Grace’s hand, and everyone in the hallway was gawking in disbelief, until Grace pressed her up against a locker and kissed her right there in front of the whole school. Cassidy felt a melting sensation in her chest, and Grace’s tongue soft inside her mouth, flicking over her upper lip, beckoning. Cassidy Thompson had kissed exactly four people in her life, Grace being the fourth, and no one had ever done anything as forward as Grace was doing. Cassidy kissed her back, exploring her lips, awash in the desire surging inside and in the fog of tequila. 

Grace held her head firmly, fingers tangled in the curls around Cassidy’s neck, kissing her more deeply. She reached for the zipper of Cassidy’s hooded sweatshirt, and just as she tugged it, the tide smacked against the hull of the sailboat, and freed the hull momentarily  from the sandbar, causing the boat to lurch. Cassidy was thrown back and Grace unceremoniously landed on her ass in the bottom of the boat, laughing uproariously. “Now who’s the dork?” she howled, trying to regain her balance and get back up on the cushioned deck seat. 

Cassidy reached down to help her up, and Grace kissed her once more, but the boat lurched again and Grace was back on her ass. Cassidy tried once more to help Grace get upright, but a wave shoved the boat back onto the sandbar, and Grace landed on top of Cassidy. Suddenly, nothing was funny. Grace kissed her heatedly, pressing her back on the padded seat, thigh between Cassidy’s legs and rocking there with the motion of the water. 

A spotlight swept across their bow, and Cassidy pushed Grace away, sitting up abruptly. The spotlight came to rest on them, and Grace scrambled to get out from between Cassidy’s legs.

“Ahoy!” someone called out in the darkness. “You need a tow back to dock? The wind has completely died,” the disembodied voice called out. 

Grace and Cassidy giggled. “We’d better, or we’re spending the night on this tub,” Cassidy advised. 

“Would that be so bad?” Grace flirted. “There’s a really nice bed below deck,” she said. Blunt, direct, obvious. 

“I need to go home, Grace,” Cassidy reminded her. “Please,” she added, thinking she did not want her first sexual experience to be in a drunken stupor with someone she wasn’t in love with. Her body was very displeased at her decision, but she silenced it with sheer force of will. 

Grace gazed at her a moment longer, as if to allow Cassidy time to change her mind, but Cassidy held firm. “Sure!” Grace called back to the voice, which she could now see was aboard a Coast Guard cruiser. “Thanks for the assistance,” she replied, smiling at Cassidy. 

Cassidy crept into her bedroom trying not to awaken her parents, lest she get a scolding for being drunk. She flopped down at her workstation, which was flashing at her. Cameron had left her a message. 

Cameron’s face materialized in the recording, looking solemn, at best. “Hey Cass,” she tried for more levity than she felt. “I was so confident I would win our bet, I came back to my apartment instead of staying at the preserve. I did the filter maintenance for you, and I also prepped for the 5 am feeding, which incidentally, you’re doing for the next week, I presume. If Grace didn’t come on to you, well, then feel free to hail me and I’ll be there bright and early to do my chores,” she promised, forcing a laugh. 

Cassidy froze the video, studying Cameron’s face. How could she not tell me about Susan? I’ve told her everything about me, and I’ve trusted her. Not that there was much to tell. She must think I’m the most boring person alive, living and breathing this place, she thought despondently. 

She flung herself on the bed, watching the room spin sickly about. Grace would have slept with her, right then and there, and not given it a second thought, without ever suspecting that Cassidy had never made love with anyone. And her body had certainly reacted to Grace, she had to admit. But her heart hadn’t. She had heard Kieran talk about Jenna, and their first time, and how special it was because they were in love. Cassidy had promised herself then that she wouldn’t go to bed with someone just for the physical satisfaction, much as she might have enjoyed that. There had to be more, at least, the first time. 

She didn’t even try to stop me from going out with Grace. Cassidy remembered the symposium banquet, watching Cameron across the ballroom as she talked to Dr. Frobisher and his wife. Cassidy had been frozen there, staring at her, mesmerized by the way Cameron carried herself in a formal atmosphere. She had been wearing a burgundy gown that accentuated her waist, but Cassidy’s eyes had remained on Cameron’s face, on that dazzling smile. Dr. Frobisher’s wife had approached Cassidy, then, smiling. “Your co-worker is a beautiful girl,” she had told Cassidy. “Such a lovely gown,” she added, watching Cassidy’s expression. 

“She’s gorgeous whatever she’s wearing,” Cassidy had agreed. “Even in cut off shorts and a ratty t-shirt,” she realized. 

“I read her paper on the use of anti-matter reactions in thermal denitration systems,” she replied. “Brilliant work. Your parents were lucky to find her,” she added. “How are they, Cassidy?”

Cassidy reluctantly looked away then, and gave Mrs. Frobisher the update. The Thompsons had been friends with the Frobishers for decades, but hadn’t seen one another in a long time. 

Lying on the bed now, Cassidy could remember exactly how Cameron looked that night. But the thrumming sensation in her chest was quickly replaced with hurt when she realized Cameron had never taken her into confidence, not really. Despite the hour, she needed to find out why. She would never sleep, until she had an answer.

*************

Cameron had lain awake until after midnight, a slender thread of hope in her heart that Cassidy and Grace were not becoming lovers. She prayed that for once, she was wrong, and that Grace didn’t have designs on Cassidy, but she knew instinctively she had won the bet. She supposed Cassidy could have done worse for her first time. Grace was no doubt experienced enough to show Cassidy how to really open up and discover her body. Cassidy had told Cameron in a late night heart to heart that she was a virgin, and Cameron had thought it was the most precious thing about Cassidy, that she had never given herself to anyone because she wanted it to be right in all the ways first times seldom are. At the same time she found Cassidy’s virginity endearing, she found it terrifying. The responsibility of being someone’s first lover weighed heavily in Cameron’s mind, and kept her from crossing any boundaries with Cassidy.

Her console beeped and she flew out of bed, punching the display activation key. “Cass? Hi,” she greeted her friend, heart pounding in her chest.

“Hey, Cam, I was going to leave you a message. What are you doing awake?” she asked, teetering unsteadily at her workstation.

Cameron laughed. “Cassidy Thompson! You’re drunk!” she accused, shaking her head. “You look like hell. Were you calling to tell me I won the bet?”

Cassidy grinned. “Yeah, you win. She’s warm for my form,” she teased. 

Cameron sobered instantly. “Well—I—I’m glad for you both,” she lied. “Grace seems nice. Cass, are you okay? You don’t look very happy,” she noted.

Cassidy considered, her throat tight, remembering what Grace had told her about Cameron’s lover Susan. “Cam, we’ve worked side by side for over a year every single day. Do you trust me?” she asked, her feelings hurt at the lack of confidence Cameron had placed in her.

“Of course I do. You’re my best friend,” she affirmed. “Why?” Cameron could hear the accusation in Cassidy’s tone, and it made her pulse quicken nervously.

Cassidy couldn’t suppress the tears that welled in her eyes. “Were you ever going to tell me about Susan?” she demanded. 

Cameron bit her lip, and the pain that lanced through her at mention of Susan’s name showed in her dark eyes. “Shit,” she swore under her breath. She steeled herself against the ache that the mention of Susan’s name always caused, and sighed. “Yes, someday. Why are you bringing it up now?”

“Grace told me. Cam,” Cassidy wailed, “I tell you everything. Everything. You’re the only person I could ever tell about my being a virgin,” she reminded her. “I know I don’t have any deep, dark secrets, but if I did, I would trust you with them. I can’t believe you omitted something so important about your life, about your past. Why didn’t you ever tell me, Cameron?” she asked, tears slipping down her cheeks. 

“Honey,” Cameron said softly, “please don’t cry. Oh, Cass, I would have told you. I meant to. God, I wish you were here so I could hug you. Don’t cry, please,” she begged her, heart aching at the sight of those lovely cheeks stained by tears. “I have to see you, Cass, I have to explain it all. I’m coming to get you. Be outside in ten minutes, okay?” she pleaded. 

Cassidy nodded. “Okay. I’ll be waiting.” 

Cameron nearly broke her own neck getting to the preserve, she pushed her hover bike’s throttle so hard. The sight of Cassidy crying cut her like a blade, and she knew once more she had kept her silence too long. She only hoped it wouldn’t cost her the friendship, now that she’d blown any chance at more than that by letting Grace be the one to speak first. 

Cassidy was on the front steps, shivering in the cool ocean air, letting it chill the fugue state from her brain. She climbed on the back of Cameron’s bike, wrapping her arms around Cameron’s waist, not a word passing between them. Cameron’s eyes closed reverently, if only momentarily as she felt Cassidy’s arms encircling her. She unconsciously lay her own hand over Cassidy’s where they threaded together, a silent embrace that registered deep in Cameron’s psyche.

Cameron jetted over the Marco River where Cassidy and Grace had been stranded only hours before, south to Tigertail Beach. The tide was in now, and the beach was deserted. They parked beside the wooden plank boardwalk, and Cameron helped Cassidy dismount. 

“That was some ride,” Cassidy advised her, doubling over to wretch tequila and clam strips. 

Cameron shook her head, grinning ruefully. “You’re a mess,” she scolded her. “I brought a hypospray for you. I knew you wouldn’t have the good sense to replicate one for yourself,” she groused, pressing the device to Cassidy’s throat. “Hold still,” she ordered her. 

Cassidy felt the nausea abate almost instantly, and she stood upright again. “Man, don’t ever mix tequila shots with Corona,” she complained. “Thanks. I feel almost normal again.”

Cameron crossed her arms petulantly. “Yeah, well you upchucked where I was going to put our blanket. Let’s walk a little ways, so we don’t have to smell that,” she ordered her friend.

“I’m sorry,” Cassidy apologized, following Cameron down the sand. “Honest. Come on, this stretch of beach is good,” she offered, taking the blanket from Cameron and shaking it out. 

They settled onto the fabric, sitting close together for warmth. They were silent for a long while as Cameron gathered her thoughts with a sigh. “I never told you about Susan because the timing just never seemed right,” she began. “You’re always so happy, and lighthearted, and I never felt like dragging you down into my misery,” she admitted. 

Cassidy put her arm around Cameron’s shoulders. “But if you were miserable, I would have helped bear it with you, Cam. You didn’t have to carry it around by yourself,” she asserted, hugging Cameron closer. 

“Well, now you know,” Cameron sighed. “It was a freak accident, she’s dead, end of story,” she said bitterly. 

“Not hardly,” Cassidy protested, a warning tone in her voice. “Tell me about her. Did you love her?”

Cameron dug her sandal into the powdery grains, nodding. “Yes. Very much. So did my family, and all of our friends, and the whole staff at the marine park. Susan was a remarkable person,” she said softly. “She had this smart-assed way of dealing with everything, but it made everyone adore her. She was so funny and clever, and sweet.”

“How long were you together?” Cassidy pressed, hoping Cameron would open up.

“Two years. We met at Woods Hole, and fell in love, and when I went to Sea World, she went with me. She was heading the Orca breeding project there, and I was the curator of the manatee exhibit. The staff at Orlando was so close, like a big family, and Susan actually proposed to me in front of the whole lot of them,” she recalled. 

“You were married?” Cassidy nearly choked on the words.

“No. Engaged. She died two weeks before the wedding. So we never made it to the altar. I stayed on at the park for another year or so, but everyone said I was just never the same. They were right. Nothing there felt right without her. I couldn’t stand being there, and I blamed myself for her death, because she was happy at Woods Hole, and I was the one who pushed for us to move to Orlando,” she confessed guiltily. Cameron’s eyes filled momentarily, but she suppressed the urge to weep. 

“God, Cam, I’m so sorry,” Cassidy said raggedly, very nearly weeping for her. “I’m sorry for it all.”

“And now you know why I didn’t tell you—see how crappy hearing about it made you feel?” she asked, leaning her head on Cassidy’s shoulder. 

“And that’s why you never go home for holidays,” Cassidy concluded. “Because your family loved her, and it makes you too keenly aware of what you’ve lost,” she realized. 

Cameron nodded. “Yeah. Everyone just pities me so much, and I can’t stand it,” she agreed. “When I met you and your folks, it was the first time in months I’d felt connected, like I belong anywhere. It’s been like—like being in a really, really cold place, until you get totally numb. The second you go back inside where it’s warm, and the numbness starts to pass, the feeling that comes back hurts so bad, you can hardly bear it,” she detailed for her friend. “And so my feelings have been coming back slowly, and my awareness of the continuity of my life, but the reconnecting has hurt in ways I can’t describe. Numbness is a welcome thing, when something hurts so desperately,” she said contemplatively. 

Cassidy cradled Cameron’s head against her own shoulder, hand warm and comforting against Cameron’s dark hair. “I’m glad you feel connected here,” she said softly. “Honestly, Cam, the three of us were sleeping until you came along. You woke us up, made us take a hard look at our lives, and how empty they’d become. Everything for us had been about the animals, the preserve—nothing for ourselves. No fun, no rest, no love, no time for any of the things that make life worth sticking around for,” she said gratefully. “Now I have a normal balance in my life between work and recreation and for the first time since college, I have friends again—human ones,” she joked. 

Cameron hugged her tightly, kissing her cheek. “You have so much to offer someone, Cass. So much energy and brilliance and kindness. I knew the second we joined the league, there’d be swarms of people around you, wanting your time and attention and affection. Grace is just the first one to work up the courage, you know,” she advised her friend. “How did it go with her?” she asked, though she really dreaded hearing the details. 

Cassidy shrugged. “Have you ever known someone from a distance, and thought, ‘wow, wouldn’t it be great to be with her’, but you know there’s no way it can happen?” Cameron smiled warmly, nodding. “When I was in junior high and high school, Grace Banks was the girl everyone wanted to date. All the popular boys, all the popular girls, and all the rest of us, who had no chance in hell. She told me tonight she had a crush on me, back then. I was so invisible in school, except when the academic awards got handed out, and I never would have guessed Grace knew my name, let alone wanted to go out with me. It’s sort of vindicating, in a really weird way, that she’s interested in me now,” she said, laughing. 

“So it went well,” Cameron concluded for her, trying to keep her tone even and nudging her. 

Cassidy giggled. “I wouldn’t exactly say that,” she disagreed. “She’s very sweet, and I’m flattered that she thinks I’m worth pursuing, but I have to say, I wasn’t all that impressed with her. She doesn’t have a political bone in her body,” she opined, “and nary a thought deeper than a puddle,” she confided, laughing. “Oh, Cam,” she howled, “it was so hilarious,” she gasped, delighted tears streaking her face, “she was kissing me in her parent’s sloop, and a wave hit the boat and she fell right on her ass and out of my arms!”

Cameron cracked up laughing, partly because Cassidy was so tickled, and partly because the thought of Grace being a klutz was too funny. “Grace?” she asked, fighting to breathe, “Fell on her ass? Inconceivable. She’s so athletic,” Cameron barked out the words as the women were off on another gale of laughter. 

“Pow, right in the bottom of the boat,” Cassidy confirmed, slapping her thigh. “She’s so smooth, you’d think she’d just look at you with intent and your clothes would fall off, but get a little beer in her and she can’t keep her own balance,” she giggled conspiratorially. 

When they had laughed until their sides hurt, Cameron caught her breath. “But she did kiss you, huh?” she needled Cassidy.

“She tried,” Cassidy allowed, “but every time she’d gain any purchase with her lips, another wave would send her flying. And then,” Cassidy paused for dramatic effect, “she flops on top of me when the boat rocks again, and finally gets to some decent kissing, and swear to fuckin’ God, the Coast Guard shows up with a spotlight right on us!”

Cameron shrieked with laughter, falling against Cassidy.

“And they-they—put the spotlight right on us, as she’s trying to get off of me,” she howled. “Now how is that for a failed first date?” she demanded, slapping Cameron’s back as she choked on her mirth. “I think Grace’s face was as red as a baboon’s ass,” she opined, still snorting. “And the really funny thing is, she was so drunk she thinks she totally schmoozed me,” she concluded, howling. 

Cameron wiped the tears from her eyes, laughter still rumbling deep in her chest. “Damn, Cass, what a story. You’re sure you’re not making it up?” she chuckled. 

“Not a word, I swear,” she held up her hand in a scout’s honor oath. “It was just too funny. Suddenly Grace doesn’t seem so much larger than life, anymore,” she snickered.

“How hard the mighty fall when the pedestal is high,” Cameron quipped. “Did she ask you for a second date?”

“Oh, hell yeah,” Cassidy laughed. “She tried to get me to spend the night with her on the boat. I mean, two hours into the date she’s propositioning me, how crude is that?” she asked, eyes sparkling wickedly. “Like I want my first time to be with someone too drunk to find my zipper,” she joked. 

“Well, she probably has no idea you’re not as worldly as she is, you know,” Cameron stuck up for poor Grace. 

Cassidy grinned. “You mean she probably thinks I’ve fucked half the island, like she has?” she smarted. 

“Has she?” Cameron demanded, squealing like a school girl. “Details!” she insisted. 

The two women gossiped until the sun crept over the eastern horizon, huddled together and laughing. When the streaks of pink and lavender had segued to blazing oranges and reds, they went back to the preserve to feed the manatees, speeding along the mangroves on Cameron’s hover bike, Cassidy clinging to Cameron as tightly as propriety would allow. Love, she decided, wasn’t something likely to appear in a Tiki bar, or on the volleyball court. Love was the sort of thing that started with friendship, and trust, and mutual admiration. So many of her peers seemed to think liking someone a little bit was enough reason to sleep with them, and love followed that. Cassidy was inclined to believe that the love should come before the sex. She resolved to tell Grace Banks she wasn’t interested in a second date.

************

Cameron took Cassidy back to her apartment after they fed the manatees, both women agreeing that if Cassidy went home, she’d only wake up Gerry and Violet. Cameron made them some breakfast, and while she filled the waffle iron with batter, Cassidy perused a photo album Cameron had told her had photos of Susan. Cassidy flipped through the pages of pictures, many of which were shots from the labs at Woods Hole. There were funny shots, like the one of Susan with blue crabs hanging off her sleeves every few inches, and serious shots of Cameron and Susan on the beach at sunset, or holding one another in a hammock sleeping. There were shots of them hard at work, and reams of photos from Sea World, of Susan feeding herring to the Orcas, of Cameron working in the manatee tanks, of their friends. Susan had obviously proposed at a banquet, because there was a photo of her on one knee, holding out a ring to Cameron, and Cameron looking stunned. Cassidy swallowed the urge to cry, feeling Cameron’s loss as acutely as if it were her own. Susan was a slender, lithe looking woman with a sharp chin, a dazzling smile, and a gentleness in her face that made Cassidy’s breath catch.

Cameron brought breakfast into the living room, and while they ate their waffles and fruit, she told Cassidy everything about the photos, the stories behind them, and about the friends in them, detailing the timeline from the beginning to the end of their courtship. 

“Wow, what an amazing ring,” Cassidy had said of the engagement photos. “She must have spent a fortune on that,” she murmured, admiring the large diamond.

Cameron nodded. “She did. It was the most valuable thing I ever owned,” she agreed.

“Past tense?” Cassidy asked, seeing the regret in Cameron’s expression.

“I had to sell it to pay for her funeral,” she said simply, matter-of-factly. “You know how it is—marine biologists are never rich, unless they do a documentary show every week, or something. We barely had two nickels to rub together, like most scientists,” she explained, though it wasn’t necessary. She closed the album, setting it on the coffee table. “I’m exhausted. Let’s get some sleep,” she suggested, heaving herself off the couch. 

Cassidy obediently followed her into her bedroom, and allowed Cameron to pull her into the covers beside her. Cassidy lay awake several minutes after Cameron was asleep, memorizing her scent and the feeling of her skin. Cameron instinctively curled into Cassidy’s arms, and Cassidy pressed her lips against Cameron’s dark hair, wishing she could heal the hurt of losing her intended. 

Cameron awoke several hours later, and found herself lying against Cassidy’s chest, arm draped across the younger woman’s belly, while Cassidy breathed rhythmically facing upward. Cassidy had an innocence about her that Cameron was drawn to, and watching her sleep, the younger woman looked purely angelic. Her cheeks were rosy, her lips full and pink, and her hair was golden in the afternoon light. Cameron imagined her with gossamer wings and a pure white robe with a solid gold belt, walking on a cloud. As the drowsiness drained away from her mind, she became more aware of the woman beside her, and how truly beautiful Cassidy was. 

She felt the solidity of Cassidy’s muscles and the warmth of her embrace, and she allowed herself, for a fleeting moment, to imagine kissing her. The slimmest of momentary lapses was all it took, and Cameron was flooded with desire, her body flushed and aching. She imagined Grace Banks touching Cassidy, holding her, and her outrage roiled in her chest. Grace had propositioned Cassidy, as if she were some easy mark, and not the treasure she truly was. Inadvertently, she hugged Cassidy tighter, protectively, and Cassidy’s mind registered the hug somewhere deep in sleep. 

“I’ve got you, Cam,” she said from a dream. “It’s okay.”

That was when Cameron knew that she loved Cassidy Thompson, and that she wanted to be in those arms every night for the rest of their lives. She settled into the security of Cassidy’s embrace and she slept deeper than she had since the day Susan died. She was finally at peace, finally home. 

*************

“Cam, it’s fine,” Cassidy told her for the tenth time. “It’s just my sister and her wife, get over it already,” she urged her companion, who was fussing over her hair in the mirror. 

“I want to make a good impression,” Cameron insisted. “After all, this is Lenara Kahn we’re talking about,” she argued. “Is she a towering intellect? Will I feel stupid the second I open my mouth?” she asked, nearly frantic at the prospect.

Cassidy laughed aloud. “Lenara is obviously a towering intellect, but Cam, you’ll never know it to sit down at dinner with her. When Kelsey brought her home the first time, Lenara was actually very quiet and kind of shy. She’s as harmless as any Trill,” she assured her friend. “Besides, Kieran is going to be the center of attention tonight,” she advised. “Relax. No one is going to grill you over wormholes or coral reefs,” she teased. “Are you sure you want to come? I can tell Mom and Dad you’ve changed your mind,” she offered. “I’m sure I can scare up another date, if I have to,” she added, waggling her eyebrows. 

That settled that. “No, I want to go,” Cameron asserted. “Does this look okay?” she asked, sounding so insecure that Cassidy’s heart lurched in her chest. Cameron turned in a circle, letting Cassidy check her over. She wore a formal black gown with a plunging neckline and a fitted skirt that clung to her hips in the most beguiling way. The bodice was basque-waisted, with a black silk fabric that was very distinct from the delicate taffeta fabric of the skirt. 

Cassidy was simply speechless. She nodded mutely, trying to find her vocal chords again. 

“Well?” Cameron asked impatiently. “Will it do?” 

Cassidy held her bare shoulders, which looked so perfect and delicate exposed that Cassidy’s knees were weak. “You’re beautiful, Cam,” she said, her voice a half-whisper. “Truly.” 

Cameron smiled then, satisfied. The look on Cassidy’s face told her that Cassidy believed every word she said. “Thanks,” she said, kissing Cassidy’s cheek. “Let me fix this,” she offered, straightening Cassidy’s collar so that the black pearl button at her throat sat symmetrically with the other buttons on her formal white tuxedo shirt. 

Cassidy was increasingly conscious of the nearness of the older woman, and of the impulses she was having to squelch whenever Cameron touched her. “Excuse me, I forgot my cufflinks,” Cassidy realized, slipping into her bathroom. 

Cameron sat down on the edge of Cassidy’s bed, watching how Cassidy moved, and how incredible she looked. She wore black tuxedo pants with a black satin stripe down the leg, and the tuxedo shirt was designed to be worn without a tie, or with a bolo, or as Cassidy wore it, with a pin at the throat. Cameron smiled faintly at the androgyny Cassidy projected, while Cameron rarely adopted any traditionally masculine mannerisms or attire. Cameron arranged her gown as she waited for Cassidy, noticing that Cassidy had a picture on her nightstand that had replaced the one of Kieran that used to sit there. Cameron picked up the frame and gazed at a picture of herself, dressed in a burgundy formal gown at the symposium banquet. Cassidy came back in momentarily, and Cameron set the photo back in place. “Where did you get this?” she asked, inclining her head toward the picture.

Cassidy blushed furiously, suddenly self conscious. What would Cameron think, after all, about the fact that the photo was the first thing she saw every morning and the last thing she saw every night before she closed her eyes to sleep. “Doctor Frobisher took it, and I asked his wife to send me a copy.”

Cameron stood up, sliding her hands over Cassidy’s shoulders, which filled out her black jacket in an alluring way. She smiled faintly, touched that Cassidy kept it by her bed. “You’re sweet,” she murmured, lost in Cassidy’s deep green eyes. Cassidy’s hands had somehow come to rest on Cameron’s slender waist, and they fit together perfectly when they stood that way. After long moments of staring at one another, Cameron moved away, certain she would lose herself any second and do something she might regret. It wouldn’t do to have a scene before the ceremony, and how could she entertain making a pass at her best friend, anyway? 

Cassidy took Cameron’s hand before she was entirely out of reach, squeezing her fingers, head feeling light and gauzy. “Thank you for coming with me. I hate these sorts of functions,” she admitted. “As much as I want to be there for Kelsey, I still hate formal dress-up events.”

Cameron caressed her hand unconsciously. “But you look so stunning,” she opined. She grinned playfully. “You clean up pretty well, you know. I’ll have to keep the cadets off you with a stick,” she teased. 

Cassidy chuckled with delight. “That goes both ways, Miss Missy.” She held out her arm for Cameron to take it. “Ready?”

They spent the evening making pleasant small talk with the dignitaries at the jersey retirement ceremony, and of course, Cassidy had to dance with Lenara to welcome her to the family. Lenara was resplendent in her Trill robes of sapphire blue, and Cassidy was pleased that her sister had made such a wonderful match for herself. For her part, Kieran never wandered far from her wife, and whenever she was talking to well-wishers or fans, she surreptitiously glanced at Lenara over and over, as though she could scarcely stand to be away from the beautiful Trill. 

Lenara seemed less obsessive, but no less smitten, though she danced with Cassidy without wistfully staring at her wife. She appraised the young woman before her, who stood nearly as tall as Kieran, but whose demeanor was much more retiring and shy. Cassidy struggled to make small talk, until Lenara said “Kieran was almost as excited about seeing you as she was about the ceremony. She wants to take a posting on Earth, so she can spend more time with you,” she advised the younger Thompson.

Cassidy understood the implications of that decision all too well. “But—what about your work, Doctor Kahn?” Cassidy implored. “Surely she’s not going to confine you to a lab, when a starship would suit you so much better,” she protested, concerned that the doctor’s work might falter.

“Please, call me Lenara. We’re sisters now,” she encouraged Cassidy to drop the formalities. “You’re right, my work would progress faster aboard a ship,” she admitted. “But Kieran is so homesick, sometimes, I don’t have the heart to make her stay away. Cass, she loves you so much,” she said softly. “How can I take her away from that?” she asked. “When she showed up on Trill, and asked me to marry her, I knew then we’d end up on Earth eventually. There was never any question in my mind that Kieran would need to come home to you. When you and Cameron are settled down, you’ll understand, I promise. It’s easier to make sacrifices for your spouse than you’d think—you mark my words, and on your fifth anniversary, we’ll compare notes,” she said lightly, caressing Cassidy’s cheek. 

“Oh, no, Cameron and I aren’t lovers, Lenara, we’re colleagues. Best friends,” she corrected her sister-in-law, though her eyes rarely left Cameron for more than politeness’ sake.

Lenara stifled a smirk. “Cassidy, has anyone ever explained a joined Trill’s perceptual abilities to you?” she asked playfully, amused at Cassidy’s denseness, a characteristic she clearly inherited from Kieran.

“Uh—no, I’m sorry. What do you mean?” Cassidy asked innocently.

Lenara laughed. “My symbiont has lived hundreds of years. As such, it gives me perceptual acuity that few species are blessed with, and it allows me, if you will, to ‘read’ people quite easily. You may tell me that you and Cameron are only colleagues, but I know you are much more,” she said confidently. 

Cassidy misunderstood and was offended, stopping where they stood and dropping Lenara’s hand. “You’re calling me a liar?” she asked, incensed. 

Lenara’s eyes flew open wide. “Dear, me, no,” she scrambled to apologize, “I beg your pardon. I only meant that your feelings—yours and Cameron’s—betray you.”

Cassidy digested her meaning. “They do?” she asked softly, pondering the implications as they rejoined the rhythm of the music.

Lenara laughed liltingly. “Cassidy,” she chuckled, “neither one of you has stopped staring at the other all evening,” she chided her. 

Cassidy was staring again, in fact. “Isn’t she just—perfection?” she whispered, breathless. “I would give anything,” she added, chest tightening at the mere suggestion. 

The Trill smiled up at her. “You have only to speak your heart, Dre’on,” she promised. “And she will be your fanua’thal,” she said knowingly. 

“My—what?” Cassidy asked, turning her attention back to her sister-in-law, confused. 

“Ask your sister to translate it. Fanua’thal,” she stated again, laughing gently at Cassidy’s utter cluelessness. She adored the younger Thompson, and could see so much of Kieran in Cassidy. “She’s a beautiful woman,” Lenara allowed, noting that Cassidy was purely enchanted by Cameron.

“She is,” Cassidy agreed. “And she’s brilliant and kind and politically astute,” she added, sounding bewitched and looking equally so.

“Do your parents approve? All the Gods of Ma’kala know they don’t approve of me,” Lenara said regretfully. 

“That’s not true,” Cassidy asserted immediately. “Daddy adores you. Mom is just—well, she’s Mom,” she explained. “She never approves of anyone having sex with her daughter.”

Lenara smiled. “Thank you for that. If Gerry can accept me, that’s one advantage.” She flushed, her Trill vallette paling slightly. “More important than anything, though, is whether or not you accept me,” she added softly, hopefully.

The vulnerability in Lenara’s face moved Cassidy instantly, and she realized how difficult a marriage must be across planetary cultures. She touched Lenara’s cheek, as Lenara had touched hers. “How could I do anything but approve? You’ve left your home, your family, your people, and put your research at a considerable disadvantage, all for Kelsey,” she acknowledged. “You must love her very much.”

Lenara’s eyes misted briefly. “For eternity,” she agreed. Lenara glanced across the ballroom, spying her wife. “Who is that talking to Kieran—is it—no, it can’t be. Is that Robin Lefler?” she murmured, gaping. 

Cassidy’s gaze came to rest on her sister. “Holy crap, what’s Lefler doing here? Doesn’t she know Kieran married you?”

Lenara sighed. “Unlikely. Kieran and she haven’t spoken in ages, and they parted on terrible terms.” Her vallette paled momentarily as the emotion of seeing the woman who had so injured her wife struck the Trill. 

“That’s putting it mildly,” Cassidy allowed. “Breaking her engagement to Kelsey and marrying Mike Kirk the same night. What a bitch,” she spat the words. “I ought to have a word or two with Mrs. Kirk,” she threatened. 

Lenara shook her head. “Don’t. It’s not necessary. As much as Robin hurt Kieran, Kieran still loves her, despite what she says to you or me or herself,” she explained as Kieran and Robin left the ballroom together. 

“Does your symbiont tell you that?” Cassidy asked, forcing a smile and schooling her irritation.

“As a matter of fact, it does. The Kahn symbiont is particularly sensitive to unfinished business, and Kieran has a transport class vessel full of it with Robin. You,” she said fondly, arranging Cassidy’s jacket with delicate hands, “should concern yourself with Cameron, though, not Kieran. Agreed?” 

Cassidy smiled down at the fragile Trill. “Agreed. You know, Lenara, I look at you, and I can’t believe you married Kelsey. Not that I think she didn’t deserve it, but what are the odds? She had to have been your greatest admirer, you know. When she was a cadet, she used to talk incessantly about your theories, as if any of us Thompsons were bright enough to have any idea what your work was about,” she chuckled. “When she brought you home after graduation, we were more than a little stunned.”

“More so than when we married?” Lenara asked, eyes twinkling playfully.

“Dad told me he had known since the first time you visited that you and Kieran were fated for one another. So no, I wasn’t more surprised about the wedding. Dad has a way with these things.” She smiled lightly. “Maybe he’s got a symbiont.”

Just then Kieran returned to the ballroom, her face sullen and her brow knitted in consternation. “That doesn’t look good,” Cassidy commented. “I’d better find out what Robin Lefler said to her.”

Lenara stopped her, grabbing her hands. “It’s my job, now,” was all she said. 

Cassidy stood there, biting her lip, but nodding. “You’re right. I’m sorry. It’s an old habit,” she explained.

Lenara kissed Cassidy’s cheek. “I promise you, I’m taking good care of her,” she assured the younger Thompson. 

_________________

Cassidy Thompson stretched out on the bed in the guest room, waiting for Cameron to finish her morning shower so they could take off together. She recalled that night of Kieran’s jersey-retirement ceremony as clearly as yesterday. It baffled her that Kieran Kahn and Kieran Wildman had such similar experiences in their lives right up until the time Kieran Kahn married Lenara Kahn. Cassidy knew in Kieran Wildman’s dimension, Kieran had been lost with Voyager only days after the jersey retirement ceremony, and before the wedding could take place. Kieran Kahn, on the other hand, had found that posting on Earth Lenara had spoken of, and both Lenara and Kieran Kahn had been forced to deal with the aftermath of Robin Kirk’s attempted suicide. 

That was when everything about Kieran Kahn had begun to change, and in Cassidy’s mind, for the worse. Cassidy’s only regret about her relationship with Cameron was that because they had been so tangled up in falling in love, she hadn’t been there for Kieran after Robin jumped off the Admin Building. The impact on Kieran’s marriage, on her self-esteem, had been devastating, because just like Kieran Wildman, Kieran Kahn was the queen of guilt over all things negative in the world. Cassidy also knew in her heart that the distance between her and Kieran Kahn could be traced back to that time in their lives. Only Cassidy hadn’t known the consequences or the damage that would ensue. Perhaps if she had known then, things might have been different. 

Cameron came into the guest room just then, wrapped in a towel, beads of water clinging to her skin. Cassidy forgot all about Kieran and Lenara and Robin in that instant, breath stolen away completely as Cameron came over to the bed, opened her towel, and pulled Cassidy to her breasts. Neither woman minded having their schedule interrupted where their intimacy was at issue, and Cassidy had to marvel at the fact that after decades together, Cameron still had that ability to leave her unbalanced, to make her knees weak. 

*********

Cassidy cornered Kieran at the refreshment table later, and pressed her for an explanation of the conversation she’d had with Lenara.

“Kelsey, I need you to translate a Trill word for me,” she asked, making sure no one would overhear. “Fanua’thal,” she said quietly. 

Kieran sipped her punch, brown eyes twinkling though her mood was anything but light after her conversation with Robin. “Eternal Beloved,” she replied. “That’s the literal translation. It means spouse. Why, Sundance? Did Lenara call me that?” she asked, smiling.

Cassidy nodded. “Yeah, she did,” she fibbed, glancing across the dance floor as Cameron and Lenara danced. Little did she know that Lenara was telling Cameron the exact same things about her destiny to be with Cassidy Thompson. 

Cameron was shaking her head in disagreement. “What I feel for her doesn’t matter,” she was telling the Trill. “The timing is all wrong.”

Lenara smiled softly at Cameron’s protestations. “Then you do love her?” she asked, amused. The rustling of her symbiont made the question redundant, but Lenara wanted to make Cameron confront herself. 

Cameron sighed, flushing crimson from her chest to her ears. “I do, but she’s too young, Lenara. It’s too big a risk.”

“Cameron,” Lenara said insightfully, “there is no risk at all. Cassidy is so in love with you, there could be no rejection in her heart.”

“You don’t understand,” Cameron urged her to follow, dark eyes showing distress. “Cassidy has never had a lover. That’s where the risk lies.” They moved lightly along the edge of the great ballroom, though Cameron’s heart felt much heavier than her feet. 

“Ah, you think her love is—somehow untrue?” she struggled to comprehend. 

“It’s rare for anyone to settle down with their first partner,” Cameron allowed, “and I can’t risk the friendship to find out if the romance can work.” 

Lenara threw back her head and laughed. “You say so now, but believe me, you won’t be able to deny your feelings much longer. If Cassidy weren’t so innocent, she would see your love as plain as the nose on your face—clearer than my spots. It doesn’t take a symbiont to know how much your heart belongs to her,” she advised the taller woman.

“I have to deny it,” Cameron argued. “No matter what we feel. The situation has disaster written all over it,” she reasoned.

“Would you stand idly by, and watch her take another lover instead of you? Your culture is a jealous, restrictive one. Could you remain her friend, if you had to share her time and her affection with someone else?” she asked pointedly. “Because eventually, she will find someone. Your people are no more designed for a solitary existence than mine are. Can you bear to forfeit her love, knowing someone else will be the beneficiary of it?”

Cameron grimaced, and thought of Grace Banks. “That would kill me,” she murmured. “Oh, God, I’m in trouble here,” she realized. “No matter what I do.” She hung her head. “Either way I’ll lose her.”

“Not necessarily,” Lenara soothed her as they spun around the dance floor a third time. “It’s never wrong to choose love, Cameron. Kieran and I would love to welcome you into this family. Search your soul. I defy you to tell me as you look me in the eye that your very essence is separate from Cassidy’s.”

Cameron shook her head. “You know it’s not,” she whispered, frightened at the thought. 

Lenara nodded triumphantly. “Then you cannot sever what is intimately bound together without destroying both.”

Cameron stopped dancing, gazing quizzically at her. 

“I mean,” Lenara clarified, “that once a Trill is joined with a symbiont, it is almost always the case that if the symbiont is severed from the host, both are damaged. The host dies, and the symbiont is traumatized. It is a risk we take to be joined. Your love for Cassidy is not different than the bond I have to the Kahn symbiont. Take my symbiont, and I cease to be who I am. Take Cassidy away from you—” she trailed off.

“And I cease to be who I am,” Cameron admitted regretfully. 

The moment the orchestra moved to a slow, romantic song, Kieran dragged Cassidy out to where Lenara and Cameron were standing, staring meaningfully at one another. “Let’s cut in,” Kieran decided. 

Cassidy felt self-conscious now, taking Cameron into her arms to dance, and Cameron wouldn’t meet her eyes, either. Cameron rested her forehead on Cassidy’s shoulder, contemplating what Lenara had said, suddenly weary. 

When the crowd had begun to thin out, Cassidy abducted Kieran to a private alcove behind the orchestra pit. “What’s on your mind, kiddo?” Kieran asked her sister, perching on a bench. 

“I need—damn, Kelsey, you’re so relaxed around women,” she complained. “You always know just what to say, just what to do. I’m just—an ignoramus,” she denounced herself, sinking down on the bench beside Kieran Kahn. “I need to ask you—how do I—if I want to be with someone, how do I tell her?” she asked, frustrated. 

Kieran hugged her momentarily. “Honey, you look her right in the eye and you say ‘Cameron, I love you. I’m incomplete without you.’ That’s all.”

Cassidy’s eyes went wide. “Just—blurt it out like that?” she wailed. “I can’t do that,” she huffed, standing up again and pacing back and forth. “Kelsey I’ve never even made out with a woman, let alone made some sweeping declaration of love,” she said dejectedly. 

It was Kieran’s turn to be surprised. “You haven’t ever—slept with anyone, Cass?” she asked, stunned. “A gorgeous woman like you? Kiddo, I had to threaten half my class in high school to keep them away from you,” she recalled. 

Cassidy hung her head. “Maybe you should have let them come after me. I’m such a dork, Kelsey, I can’t even kiss her,” she said dejectedly, sinking back down beside her sister.

Kieran shook her head. “Yes you can. And you have to, or she’ll give up, Sundance. A woman won’t wait around forever—Cameron’s not the forward type, and you’re going to have to take the lead before she concludes you’re not interested. Trust me on this, I know these things. You swallow your fear and you kiss her, and everything will sort itself out from there,” she counseled her. 

Cassidy looked perfectly miserable. “I love her, Kelsey. God, so much, I can’t think about anything else.”

Kieran grinned. “Sweetie, it shows. She feels the same about you. I’m telling you, Cassidy, she loves you. It radiates from her like sunshine. You’re the only one who can’t see it, kiddo. And you can’t see it because you’re just like me—you’re telling yourself you don’t deserve her. But you do, Cass. You deserve to be happy, and you deserve to be loved in return.” Kieran fixed her with a purposeful glare. “Listen to me, Cassidy, you take a deep breath, and you tell her exactly how you feel, and she’ll reciprocate. It’s scary as hell, but it’s the only way to prove to yourself she feels the same.” 

Cassidy stared at her shoes. “I feel sick just thinking about it.” 

Kieran hauled her upright by the lapels. “You get your head out of your ass, Sundance. Do you want to lose her? Do you?” she shook Cassidy’s jacket. 

Cassidy bit her lip. “No. I can’t lose her, Kieran.” 

“Then you know what you have to do. Do it now, before you lose your nerve. Go,” she thundered at her sister, knowing that sometimes, the only way to get through to Cassidy was to get tough. 

Cassidy rushed out from the alcove, scanning the crowd for Cameron. She was sitting at a table, surrounded by cadets who were flirting with her. Cassidy shoved her way through the throng. 

“Hey, Cass, where have you been?” Cameron asked amiably. “These handsome young men were just telling me about their piloting antics in Nova Squadron,” she offered, winking at Cassidy.

“Come with me?” Cassidy requested, holding out her hand. “I need to talk to you.”

Cameron nodded, taking Cassidy’s hand. “Gentlemen, another time?” she said politely. “What’s up?” she asked her date. “Where are we going?”

“Home, if that’s okay with you,” Cassidy decided. “Your place?”

“Okay,” Cameron agreed. “The transporter station is this way,” she advised. 

Cassidy took Cameron by both hands, sitting on the couch in Cameron’s living room, organizing her thoughts. Cameron waited expectantly, sensing she should let Cassidy do the talking.

“I’ve never met anyone like you in my life, Cam,” she began. “Smart and funny and beautiful, motivated, driven, dedicated. I respect you so much,” she said adamantly. “The preserve is growing and thriving because of you,” she complimented the older woman. “It took us so long to find someone who was a perfect fit with the operation, someone who understood what we were trying to do, and would throw themselves into it the way you have. I’m so grateful for that,” she said sincerely, though mentally she was telling herself to stop sounding like she was giving Cameron her annual job performance review. Before she could say what she intended to say, that Cameron was the perfect fit with her, with her life, in her heart, an alarm sounded on Cameron’s workstation monitor.

“It’s the preservation society,” Cameron stated the obvious. “We’d better get our wetsuits and get out of these formal things,” she snapped into crisis management mode. “Come on, we’ll take my hover bike to the preserve to suit up and—” she stopped to listen to the verbal instructions. “Naples Beach. Pilot whale pod,” she announced as if Cassidy hadn’t heard the same alert. “We’ll talk later, okay?” she asked regretfully. 

“Of course,” Cassidy agreed. 

***************

The pod had been fighting to beach itself repeatedly for hours, and Cameron and Cassidy had given each whale an injection for the parasite that was throwing off their directional instincts. The volunteers were taking turns keeping the whales off the shore, which meant holding them in waist deep water so their own weight couldn’t suffocate them while they waited for the medication to take effect. Cameron was rushing from whale to whale, taking blood from the flukes, while Cassidy processed the samples. 

“Okay, number one is clean,” Cassidy reported. “Try letting him go.” She waded out to the group that was anchoring the hapless creature, and they moved him away from the beach, swimming him out into deeper water. Suddenly, he thrust with his fluke and darted away. One by one, the whales were ushered out into the deeper waves and encouraged to leave. As the last whale spouted and disappeared, the volunteers—forty in all—cheered uproariously. Pandemonium broke loose, and everyone was hugging and kissing and clapping each other on the back.

“We did it, Cam!” Cassidy shouted, swinging the smaller woman around and hugging her, laughing and crying at the same time.

The water surged around them and they kissed, a congratulatory embrace that felt like a celebration of their accomplishment. 

Cassidy studied Cameron as they parted, both women reluctant to let go. Their eyes locked, and Cassidy gathered her close again, kissing her passionately, leaving no trace of a doubt in either woman’s mind what the kiss meant. The cold, salt water battered them, the sand shifted beneath their feet, and still, their lips searched in softness and warmth. A pattering sound startled them out of their focus upon one another, and they realized with tremendous embarrassment that the volunteers were watching them kissing. And they were applauding. 

Cassidy cupped Cameron’s cheek in one clammy hand, smiling down at her. “I’m freezing. Can we find someplace warm to do this?” she asked. 

Cameron grasped her hand and led her up the beach, out of the water. She sat Cassidy down on her hover bike, kissing her again. “I’m warm right here. Are you okay?” she asked, loathe to let the younger woman go long enough to make the trip home. 

Cassidy nodded, kissing Cameron deeply this time, lost in the feelings coursing through her. Cameron’s mouth was so sweet, so perfect, and Cassidy wanted to kiss her forever. She didn’t care who saw, she didn’t care how cold and dark the beach got, as long as Cameron was in her arms, nipping at her bottom lip, teasing the tip of her tongue with the softness of Cameron’s own. 

They parted briefly to catch their breath, and Cameron nuzzled Cassidy’s cheek. “What was it you wanted to tell me earlier?” she asked absently, legs aching from standing over her hover bike. 

Cassidy held her face in both hands, kissing her gently. “I was trying to tell you that I’m incomplete without you, Cam,” she said tenderly. “I didn’t even know I needed you, until you came and made me see just how much I always have,” she whispered, mesmerized by Cameron’s eyes. 

Cameron swallowed hard, her chest constricted. “I need you, too. Let me take you home, Cass, and show you how much,” she said breathlessly. 

*************

They were supposed to be washing the salt and sand from their hair and their skin, and Cassidy supposed eventually they would, but the feeling of Cameron’s breasts pressed against her own, and the hot water sluicing over them, and Cameron’s lips beneath hers kept her from formulating any purpose. She held Cameron against the tile, steam swirling around them, bodies yearning to be closer, and the heat between them much more fierce than the heat from the spray overhead. Cassidy hadn’t thought beyond kissing this incredible woman, even though they were completely naked. Her brain was too overwhelmed to think for all the sensations trying to register simultaneously.

Cameron tangled her fingers in the curly strands of Cassidy’s hair, her grip firm and telegraphing her increasing desire. Her breaths skated over Cassidy’s lips and tongue until they were half crazed for wanting each other. Cassidy reached beneath Cameron’s buttocks, lifting the smaller woman up, and the feeling of Cameron’s legs twining around her back made her breath catch. She could feel Cameron’s sex against her abdomen, at the same moment she felt Cameron’s body yielding, drawing her in. 

Cameron’s hands smoothed over the planes of her back, and Cassidy realized she was being washed, the grit of the ocean running down her legs and into the drain. She set Cameron down again, taking the soap, lathering her hands until they were dripping foam. She washed Cameron’s arms, each in turn, then Cameron’s shoulders and neck, unknotting the sinews as she cleansed Cameron’s skin, working the muscles to liquid relaxation. 

Cameron sighed, collapsing forward against the tile as Cassidy worked the long muscles of her back, her buttocks, her thighs. Cassidy knelt at Cameron’s feet, lathering her calves and knees, gently lifting her feet in turn, soaping away the tension and the fatigue along with the sand. They had been in the water for hours with the whale pod, fighting the surf and the shifting sand. Cameron’s calf muscles were throbbing from the strain.

Cassidy stood again, kissing her lover. She had discreetly avoided touching Cameron’s breasts, though Cameron was coated with salt there, fearing it was too much, too soon, but Cameron took her hands and guided them there. “You missed a spot,” Cameron advised her, reveling in the quick intake of Cassidy’s breath as her palms moved over the hardening nipples and Cameron arched into those hands. 

Cassidy bit Cameron’s throat, careful with her teeth, surging against the smaller woman as Cameron’s hands found her buttocks, washing them slowly, suggestively. She felt hands gliding over her own chest in soapy slickness, down her belly, between her legs. Cameron watched closely as Cassidy’s eyes closed, the gasp emanating from the depths of her lungs as cleansing fingers moved over her labia. 

“I missed that spot on you,” Cassidy growled, tongue avid in Cameron’s mouth, fingers skating down Cameron’s belly and finding her slick, but not with soap. 

Cameron groaned slightly, raking her teeth over Cassidy’s bottom lip. “I think I’m clean. How about you?” she asked breathlessly. 

“Definitely. You’re very thorough,” she assured her lover, sighing and melting inwardly as Cameron kissed her ear. Cameron gripped Cassidy’s shoulders, roughly pushing her around and against the tile wall, kissing her in a demanding way. When she tore her mouth from Cassidy’s, she whispered in Cassidy’s ear, “I want to make love to you. Let me take you to bed.”

The words caused a rushing sensation that washed over Cassidy, a dizzy, falling feeling. Cassidy looked directly into the depths of Cameron’s eyes, her own green ones plaintive, the unspoken admission hanging in the air. She had never made love to anyone, but she was willing to learn, eager for it, desperate to know Cameron’s needs. More than the faint twinge of fear, her eyes conveyed how important it was to her to please Cameron.

“I know, honey,” Cameron assured her, meeting her eyes confidently. “Just trust yourself, and follow my lead.” She took Cassidy’s hands and backed out of the stall, easing the door open as she moved, both women dripping on the mat.

Cassidy turned off the spigots, then reached for the towel hanging on Cameron’s bath rack, gently patting the drops from Cameron’s skin. “My God,” she breathed, gazing down at her beloved, “you’re so beautiful, Cameron,” she whispered in awe. “I’ve wanted to touch you for so long,” she admitted, kissing her deeply. Cameron’s arms slid around her neck, and they dried each other between kisses and tender words, each cognizant of how much they wanted this from the other. 

Cameron finally led Cassidy to bed, tugging her hand to guide her, drawing her down onto the mattress, their bodies entwining as they moved, until Cassidy was solidly beneath her, and the shock of the sensation of skin brushing over skin made Cassidy’s eyes close. A whimper escaped from her throat as Cameron began kissing her there, tongue and teeth soothing over the pulse point, tender nips creating electric heat in her skin. Cameron’s hands were everywhere, caressing Cassidy’s arms, her belly, her sides, her thighs in faint, teasing touches that skated over Cassidy’s skin, and she felt herself drifting into fierce desire, every nerve ending alive and blazing with need. 

Fingertips ghosted over the hollow of Cameron’s back as she lay upon her lover, and she kissed Cassidy with bruising intensity, ravishing Cassidy’s mouth as her own desire kindled deep inside her belly. Cassidy arched into Cameron’s caress, skin tingling everywhere Cameron’s touch traveled. Cameron was patient and thorough, while Cassidy memorized every second, every touch and reaction, learning Cameron’s body vicariously through her own passion. 

Cameron diligently and determinedly committed Cassidy’s preferences to memory. She discovered Cassidy’s neck was exquisitely susceptible to stimulation, and she let her lips wander over the softness of the flesh there, until Cassidy clutched at her shoulders, urging her lower. The scent of the younger woman’s skin filled Cameron’s nostrils as she kissed the slope of her throat, the outline of her collarbones, the valley between her breasts. 

Cassidy’s chest was heaving sharply, now, eyes fixed on Cameron’s mouth, willing it to enfold her breasts. Cameron kissed soft circles around them, teasing, delighting in the sounds coming from her lover, immediately aware of how sensitive Cassidy was there. She touched one nipple with her fingertip, watching it pebble, fascinated by it. She followed with her tongue, the very tip of it, and the warm taste of Cassidy’s skin was etched in her awareness, seared into her memory cells. She kissed the firm bud delicately, at first, wondering if Cassidy was anticipating more, or didn’t know what to expect. She glanced up at her lover, seeking reassurance, and was encouraged by the intensity of Cassidy’s expression. At the same time that her lips and tongue engulfed Cassidy’s nipple, she reached beneath Cassidy’s thigh, moving it so that Cassidy’s legs parted slightly, just enough for Cameron to lie between them. 

Their mutual groans canceled one another as Cameron felt the wetness bathing her stomach, and Cassidy felt the delicious pulling sensation and slick heat of Cameron’s mouth pleasuring her breasts. Cassidy cupped Cameron’s head, fascinated by the vision of her own body reacting to Cameron’s educated tongue. 

Cameron was moving gently to create pressure against Cassidy’s mons, balancing her weight on her knees and her left arm, careful not to crush her lover. Cassidy was solid, strong, and Cameron probably couldn’t injure her by lying on her, but Cameron wanted to be gentle, cautious of Cassidy’s body, protective of it, especially since no one had ever touched the younger woman in such intimate ways. The trust in Cassidy’s expression was something Cameron treasured, and she never wanted to violate it, not with her own body, not with her words, not with her actions. 

Cassidy’s breathing became ragged as Cameron suckled her nipples, and she instinctively pressed upward, trying to get the older woman closer, aching for more. Cameron listened carefully to every gasp, every sound, following Cassidy’s body with her own, letting her intuition and her experience lead her. Cameron’s breasts were so full and so lovely, and felt better against Cassidy’s body than she would have ever imagined. Cameron feasted incessantly on Cassidy’s breasts, captivated by the way she had begun to writhe beneath inquisitive lips. 

Cassidy’s vocalizations took on a hint of frustration, and Cameron shifted her weight so that she could reach between Cassidy’s thighs. At the same time, she lifted her head from Cassidy’s chest, kissing her softly, slowly, suggestively. 

She met Cassidy’s eyes, searching them, looking for any fear, any hesitation. “Will you let me make love to you?” she asked in a near whisper.

“Oh, God, Cam,” Cassidy groaned. “Please. Please don’t stop.” She bit her lip, her heart thundering in her chest, her mind overcome by the desire coursing in her veins. 

Cameron let her fingers glance over Cassidy’s belly, brushing lightly over her pubic hair, tracing the outline of Cassidy’s inner thighs and sliding through the moisture bathing them. She let her palm cup Cassidy’s sex momentarily, and the immediate intake of air told her Cassidy’s desire was urgent, now. Gradual, delicate touches opened her lips, and Cassidy groaned into Cameron’s kiss, hips lifting off the mattress unbidden. Cameron explored her tenderly, amazed by the heat and the wetness and increasingly pungent scent. One finger teased at Cassidy’s opening, and Cameron felt her lover stiffen momentarily, afraid. She drew her finger upward, parting the thick labia with it, sliding through the fluid arousal, until she felt the tiny knot that pulsed against her fingertip. Cassidy shuddered, and her eyes pleaded with Cameron to be touched there, urging her on. 

Cameron stroked softly at the distended nub, and Cassidy opened her legs wider, drawing her knees up. Cameron teased her for what seemed to Cassidy like hours, until Cassidy’s desperation was so intense, she sunk her fingernails into Cameron’s buttocks. She was stunned by the powerful need growing in her, and she realized she had never felt anything that could compare to this, nothing that rivaled the excitement Cameron made her feel. 

Cameron began the long, agonizing descent of Cassidy’s torso, kissing and licking every sensitive inch of her skin, and Cassidy almost came from anticipation alone. When Cameron reached Cassidy’s thatch of golden hair, she filled her nostrils with the smell of Cassidy’s arousal, and something inexplicable came over her, something like a fever. She pressed Cassidy’s thighs apart, examining her sex, kissing it tenderly, and was rewarded with incoherent sounds of need and abandon. Cassidy guided Cameron’s face to her folds, and Cassidy grunted as Cameron took them into her mouth, sucking gently, then parting them with her tongue. Cassidy cried out as Cameron’s tongue found her clitoris, and Cameron settled into a patient, calculated rhythm, one that seemed to be congruent with the repetitive spasms of Cassidy’s hands on Cameron’s hair. 

The heat rushed over Cameron in waves, and all awareness of Cassidy’s hands was lost. Cameron was suddenly fixated on her clitoris, on her lips, on the rise and fall of her hips. Cassidy was moaning quietly, almost whimpering, and Cameron’s tongue fluttered over the bundle of sensitive nerves so quickly, Cassidy’s head swam. The pleasure intensified once more, and Cassidy thrashed against Cameron’s face, against her lips and tongue as she ascended the gradual peak, clutching at the sheets and nearly tearing the fabric. Cassidy’s breathing suspended and her body suddenly went rigid, every muscle standing out in sharp relief. 

Then the sweetest sound, Cassidy said her name, said it in a frantic, needful way, “Cam, yes, oh God, Cam, please.” Cameron devoured her wildly then, and Cassidy shattered in her hands, body shaking and sweating and then poured out as the burning sensation crested, one strangled cry escaping her throat as she came into Cameron’s mouth. Her brain was overwhelmed by the ecstasy, her capacity to endure it far exceeded. She moved Cameron’s face away from her, spent and gasping. “Come here,” she panted, reaching for the older woman’s body and pulling her up. “Come hold me,” she requested, and Cameron was only too happy to oblige, gathering Cassidy into the circle of her strong arms, cradling her, surrounding her with all the love and tenderness she had ever felt for another person. 

“It’s okay, baby” she whispered against Cassidy’s damp hair. “I’ve got you, now,” she promised, clinging to her lover and showering her with kisses. 

Somewhere deep inside Cameron Wheeler’s psyche, a wall came crashing down, and all of the love she had been keeping locked away came over the fallen bricks. She moved over her lover, eyes fiery and dark, and she kissed Cassidy with a ferocity that left Cassidy limp. The heat returned immediately between them, and Cameron’s hands moved over Cassidy’s chest, thumbs lightly stroking her nipples, mouth eager and insistently powerful against Cassidy’s mouth. Cameron’s passion was like a tidal wave that encompassed them both, and Cassidy’s body was suffused with the overwhelming force of it, buffeted by it, adrift. 

Cassidy had never felt anything so potent, so enthralling, and she lost all composure, gasping and groaning and begging Cameron to touch her, to love her, to take her. Cameron’s mouth seemed to be everywhere at once, suckling her nipples, devouring her clit, nipping at her ears and her throat, and then the steady stroking of one finger, driving her to blinding need, making it crest in her, only to have Cameron usher her there again, Cassidy’s climax shocking in its depth. 

Cameron moved to cuddle her lover, and Cassidy looked up at her with unshed tears, an unspoken question lingering between them. 

“What, baby?” Cameron panted, taking Cassidy’s face in her hands and kissing her. “What’s wrong?”

Cassidy bit her lip as if she might cry. “I’m still a virgin, Cam,” she said softly, sadly. “Why didn’t you--?”

Cameron’s heart lurched in her chest. “I was afraid, Cass. I didn’t want anything to hurt,” she urged her to understand.

Cassidy gazed steadily at her, green eyes imploring. “I want to give myself to you,” she assured her, “and if it hurts, then it does. Please, Cam.”

Cameron kissed her tenderly, sweetly, touching her face, her hair. She slipped one arm under Cassidy’s shoulders, and reached between her legs with the other, fingers warm and coaxing. She touched Cassidy’s opening, soft, sensuous caresses to spark arousal again, and she kissed her lover deeply. “Cass,” she whispered, “look at me,” she said firmly. Cassidy obediently opened her eyes, trusting, innocent, guileless. Cameron pressed two fingers against the tight passage, and as she entered her lover, she said “I love you, Cassidy. With all my heart.”

The penetration was shallow and she felt resistance, and knew Cassidy’s virginity was intact. Cassidy nodded confidently, encouraging her to finish it, and Cameron opened her, feeling the tissue give way and the sparse droplets of blood in her hand. Cassidy’s brow knitted, one fleeting moment of pain, and then it was complete. The pleasure followed, overriding the brief pain of entry, and Cassidy felt silent tears welling in her eyes. She had finally given herself to someone, for all the right reasons, and her heart opened on a level she never knew existed. 

Cameron loved her thoroughly, then, intent upon replacing the pain with desire, with passion, with a new awareness of how good it could feel to have someone inside you. When she found Cassidy’s g-spot, fingers curling up against it and rubbing the spongy flesh there, Cassidy’s eyes widened, and then involuntarily closed. Cameron pressed harder, and Cassidy’s hips thrust upward to meet the penetration, instinctively yearning toward the source of that piercing ecstasy. Cameron’s fingers wrung yet another orgasm from her, and Cassidy felt a tremendous pressure breaking inside her, and then a rush of liquid bathing Cameron’s hand.

Cassidy was startled at the sensation, and looked down at Cameron’s hand. “What was that?” she asked, frightened.

Cameron kissed her gently. “You came, that’s all,” she explained. “Women can ejaculate, too,” she assured the younger woman, “given the right circumstances.” 

Cassidy’s eyes went wide. “They can? Wow, that is so weird,” she decided. Then she laughed. “It’s because you found that spot, isn’t it?”

Cameron grinned. “Yeah. See, you’re a natural at this,” she teased. 

Cassidy flipped them both over, so that Cameron was beneath her. “Let’s see about that,” she said huskily. The thought of making love to Cameron was so overpowering, she began to tremble, and she kissed her lover fearfully, afraid of her own inexperience.

Cameron sensed that Cassidy was hesitant, and she looked into those amazing green eyes. “You don’t have to do this if you’re not ready, honey,” she assured her. 

Cassidy kissed her softly. “I want to, Cam, but I’m nervous. I tried to pay attention to what you did to me, but—”

“But what, sweetheart?” Cameron asked gently.

“But—I was so overwhelmed by what you did, my brain stopped working,” she admitted sheepishly. 

Cameron laughed happily. “Good. That’s what’s supposed to happen,” she affirmed. “You trusted me, and I trust you. Just let your instincts guide you,” she counseled.

Cassidy needed reassurance. “You want me to, don’t you?” she asked softly.

Cameron gazed up into her eyes. “I want you so bad, I ache,” she admitted. 

Cassidy’s emotion rushed in her like a wave of heat, and she kissed Cameron fiercely, tongue questing and insistent, relishing the sweetness of Cameron’s mouth. She could taste herself on Cameron’s lips, and the memory of Cameron loving her made her shiver with arousal. She kissed Cameron’s face, her forehead, her eyelids, her jaw, and when she breathed softly into her ears, Cameron gasped ever so slightly. Cassidy flicked her tongue over the shell of her lover’s ear, then took the fleshy earlobe into her mouth, sucking it. Cameron exhaled raggedly, and Cassidy whispered “I want to do that to your clit for hours. Just like this,” she added, fluttering her tongue over Cameron’s earlobe. Her words had the effect she had wanted, and Cameron squeezed her closer, breathing harder. 

Cassidy kissed the soft, sensitive flesh of Cameron’s neck, into the hollow of her shoulder, teeth carefully nipping between kisses, her breath scudding over Cameron’s chest. She lifted her head, gazing deep into Cameron’s eyes, and whispered “I love you, Cameron. I’ve wanted to tell you for the longest time.” She dropped her face to Cameron’s breasts, kissing and caressing with her fingertips, her tongue teasing the erect nipples and her hands cradling the delicate swells of flesh in their palms. “My God, you’re gorgeous,” she gasped, suckling more certainly, and smiling at the appreciative groan that echoed against the wall. 

Cameron urged her lower, impatient after making love to Cassidy, her own need held in abeyance far too long. Cassidy kissed her belly, fascinated by the scent of Cameron’s sex and the heat rolling from between her thighs. As she moved down the bed, her own breasts brushed lightly over Cameron’s mons, and Cameron gasped faintly as they skated over her labia. Cassidy kissed her stomach intently, knowing her own right nipple was pressed against Cameron’s clitoris, and that the older woman was piercingly aware of it there. 

Cassidy nuzzled her pubic hair, noting the glistening moisture gathering there. She touched Cameron’s labia tentatively, felt Cameron’s body surge upward, and spread the delicate lips open with her fingertip, finding the center of pleasure. She moved between Cameron’s thighs, watching her own exploration and noting how varying touches made Cameron react. She kissed Cameron’s sex tenderly, tasting her for the first time, hands moving to hold Cameron’s thighs in them as she explored her lover. Cameron whimpered, lifting her hips to bring Cassidy’s tongue to her clitoris, and Cassidy suckled there. She was rewarded by the sound of Cameron’s encouraging moan and the rigid flexion of muscular thighs, and she parted the older woman’s labia with a slow, soft lick. She tried to remember how Cameron had felt loving her, what technique was employed, and she experimented with a soft, stroking approach that was far too languid and unfocused for Cameron’s liking. 

Cameron’s hands clutched at Cassidy’s head, pressing her closer. Cassidy understood Cameron wanted a more direct type of stimulation, and she obliged her lover by trapping Cameron’s clitoris between her lips. Cameron groaned in response, and in a pained voice said “yes, like that.” Cassidy needed no further instruction, and she turned her attention exclusively to the motion of her tongue against Cameron’s very swollen nodule, all the while encompassing it in her mouth. Cameron began to shudder and squirm, but Cassidy held her in place, merciless now, pleasuring her so intently that Cameron was panting uncontrollably and saying her name over and over. Cassidy could tell something wasn’t quite right, that Cameron needed something more to reach her peak, and in a flash of inspired thinking, Cassidy slipped her long, lean fingers inside her lover. Cameron immediately climaxed, then, her walls gripping Cassidy’s fingers as she writhed and moaned. She had to push Cassidy away, finally, because Cassidy would have kept up her ministrations until Cameron begged her to stop. 

Cassidy moved to take the smaller woman in her arms, cradling her, letting her shaking dissipate as the last vestiges of her orgasm calmed. Cameron kissed Cassidy soundly, both women pressed tightly together, bodies spent and sated and contented. 

Cassidy cuddled her close, lips pressed against her cheek. “Do you still think I’m a natural?” she asked quietly, hoping she hadn’t disappointed her lover.

Cameron kissed her for long moments, punctuating the kiss with a gentle tongue. “I know you are. But what did you think of it? Was it what you expected, after all these years, finally being intimate with someone?”

Cassidy gazed into her eyes, looking more serious than Cameron had ever seen her look. “I’m thunderstruck, Cam. I’ve felt urges, and I’ve been curious, but I never really understood why anyone thinks sex is such a big, important deal. Now I know why. I can’t believe I’ve lived without it all this time, and what I’ve been missing.”

“Are you sorry you waited?” Cameron asked, dreading that Cassidy might say ‘yes’. 

Cassidy kissed her tenderly. “No. I wanted it to be with someone I love—someone I’m in love with. And since that’s never happened until now, it wasn’t possible before,” she explained.

They lay together, drowsy and relaxed, almost dozing off. 

“Did you have fun at Kieran’s party?” Cassidy asked softly, kissing Cameron’s face. “I mean, having all those cadets drooling all over you?” she asked, hugging Cameron’s nakedness against her own.

“You looked so sexy,” Cameron murmured. “It was an interesting evening. Your sister-in-law told me in no uncertain terms that you and I needed to be together,” she laughed. 

“She told me that, too. Kieran was even more direct,” she revealed. “Practically choked the life out of me and barked at me like a drill sergeant,” she laughed. “Do you want to lose her, Cass? Do you? She said, and of course, she put the fear of God in me,” she said fondly. “My sister. For the first time, I could actually see her being a Starfleet officer.” 

Cameron turned in Cassidy’s arms, kissing her gently. “You were not going to lose me,” she said sternly. “Do you think I would give up that easily?” she asked, searching Cassidy’s eyes.

Cassidy lifted her chin, returning the kiss. “I didn’t know I had you, Cam. I had no idea how you felt, even though everyone else seemed to know.” She lingered over the kiss for long moments, still struck by the novelty of kissing Cameron. “Why didn’t you ever tell me, if that’s how you’ve felt?”

Cameron sighed fretfully. “I didn’t want to be your first lover,” she said simply, pulling out of Cassidy’s arms, and gathering a blanket around her. She sat against the headboard of the bed, studying Cassidy’s reaction. 

Cassidy sat up to face her, covering herself too. “But—why not?” Cassidy asked, eyes flashing with hurt. 

“I know you won’t understand this, but believe me when I tell you, you never settle down with your first lover. It just doesn’t happen. There’s always that need to explore, that driving urge to sample from the buffet, if you get my drift,” she explained. “And the way I feel about you—I didn’t want to risk my heart only to have you leave me to test the waters elsewhere. I’m not judging it, Cass,” she defended herself. “I’m just saying, even in the rare instances where someone does make a long-term commitment to their first lover, I’ve never seen it work. They end up having an affair, or getting divorced, or whatever.”

Cassidy exhaled slowly, mulling it over. “What changed your mind about me?”

“My mind didn’t change so much as I couldn’t deny that I’m in love with you, and I am not the sort of person to ignore that depth of emotion. It happens so very rarely that anyone can get past my defenses, that they can stir anything that meaningful in me. I know I’m probably asking to get my heart broken, but it was breaking, anyway, for living without you,” she confessed. “At least this way, my heart stands half a chance,” she said, shrugging.

Cassidy touched her face, her voice quavering with feeling. “I’m not like everyone else, Cam. How many people are virgins at twenty?” she asked pointedly. 

Cameron smiled. “People who haven’t had the opportunity to get laid,” she smarted. 

Cassidy wrapped her arms around her legs. “You think I haven’t had opportunities to get laid, do you?” she asked, sounding disgusted. “Christ, Cam, I went to college, too, you know. I played sports. I had a ton of women—and men—hit on me. I dated so rarely because I had more important things to do with my time than jump in the sack with everyone who tried to get me there,” she said, offended. “Half of Kieran’s team at the Academy finagled my comm account address from her, and I dated a couple of them. But there was never anyone that made me feel anything, until you.”

Cameron swallowed hard, realizing how condescending she must have sounded. “You never really said anything about any of that,” she offered lamely.

“No reason to mention insignificant things. Look, Brighton Turren was my closest friend in grad school. We were inseparable. Everyone thought we were lovers. And she was head over heels in love with me. I wished I could have felt something for her—she was brilliant and sweet and she would have done anything I asked her to do. I tried to love her back, I really did. But after we kissed a few times, it was painfully obvious to both of us that it wasn’t going to happen. We drifted apart after graduation, because I think it hurt her too much to be around me, knowing I would never love her back. When I told Kelsey, last night, that I’m in love with you, and that I was a virgin, and didn’t know how to approach you, she about fell over, Cam. She just assumed I was sexually active all those years, because there were so many people who asked me out. But I wasn’t, because I saw my peers bed-hopping and swapping partners and wrecking their own self-esteem and destroying friendships. And I never wanted any part of that. I wanted what Dad and Mom have.”

Cameron leaned closer and kissed her apologetically. “I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t mean to be callous, or arrogant. And I shouldn’t have made assumptions about you like that. But Cass, if you were dating, weren’t you curious? Didn’t you ever have physical needs?” she asked, intrigued. 

Cassidy laughed. “Hell, yeah, I’m not dead,” she snorted indignantly. “It would have been easy enough to explore my sexuality. But I was lucky to have had an older sister who set an example for me. I saw her fall in love in high school, and how happy she was, and how sweet that relationship was. Kieran was like my idol, and I wanted a relationship at least that solid before I slept with someone. I wanted to be respected and loved, not treated like a science project,” she contended animatedly. “It didn’t mean I wasn’t curious or that I didn’t have needs or urges. I just learned to be patient, and to take care of my own needs, until there was someone I was really, truly compatible with, someone I trust and am passionate about.”

Cameron nodded slowly. “I told Sharon at practice the other night that I didn’t want you by default, because you were just tired of waiting to experience the physical parts of sex. I figured if you wanted that, you’d have to get it from Grace Banks. I thought you would get it from her, eventually.” Cameron sighed. “But I’m not naïve enough to assume this means we’ll be together long term. I know you’re young, and there are a lot of women out there.” She tried to sound understanding. “It’s okay, Cass. I don’t have a lot of expectations.”

“If you think for a second that I slept with you because I just couldn’t wait any longer, you’re dead wrong,” she said defensively, launching herself out of bed. “If that’s all I was looking for, Grace Banks and I would be a hot item, right now,” she said angrily. 

Cameron flew out of bed right behind her, following her as she stomped into the living room. “Cass, why are you so pissed off? I don’t understand. I said I was sorry,” she implored, hands extended.

Cassidy fixed her with a glare. “Because you have no idea—no comprehension—of how important you are to me. Of what you—and us—and all of this,” she waved her hand to indicate everything around them, “means to me. Your opinion of me is so low that you think you’re just the first item I ‘sampled from the buffet’, and that now I’ll move on down the line to the casseroles,” she retorted. “When I said that I’m incomplete without you, Cameron, I meant now and always. Not for a few months, until I get bored, or for a few years until I have an affair. Always. You are it for me. And if you don’t get that, I don’t know how to make you get it,” she concluded, all the fight gone out of her. She turned to the replicator, punching in commands. “I’ll transfer credits to cover these. I don’t have any clothes here,” she muttered, waiting for the shorts and t-shirt to materialize. “I’ll pick up my wet suit later, after it’s drained. I have to get home. Mom and Dad will be worried,” she said, yanking her clothes on and shoving her feet into her wet aqua shoes. 

Before Cameron could offer to take her on the hover bike, Cassidy was gone. Cameron stood there, confused and exhausted and naked, her mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water. She collapsed into a chair, head in her hands, sighing miserably. “God, Cameron, could you be a bigger fuck-up?” she asked herself. 

**************

Cassidy Thompson locked herself in her room for two solid days. Cameron Wheeler came to the preserve to do her usual shifts, but Cassidy was nowhere to be seen. Cameron was cleaning up the feeding buckets before she left, rinsing the residue of lettuce and vegetation from them, when Gerry Thompson came out to the pump house lab. He sat down on the high stool beside the sinks, watching Cameron work. 

“Are you going to tell me what the hell happened?” he asked amiably. “Cassidy has been in the foulest mood I’ve ever seen her in. Lover’s spat?” he inquired.

“Something like that,” Cameron affirmed. She leaned against the sinks, hanging her head. “God, Gerry, I don’t even know where to start. She was so angry, I couldn’t talk to her,” she explained softly. 

He chuckled lightly. “Yeah, well, I’ve learned a thing or two about the three Thompson women. It takes an awful lot to get their dander up, but once you do, whoa nelly, they will hand you your ass eight ways to Sunday,” he advised sympathetically. “Tell me what you did,” he invited her. “Want a beer?” he asked, going to the lab refrigerator.

“Definitely,” Cameron agreed. She turned it over in her mind, trying to think of a way to explain it to him, without saying anything about Cassidy’s private life, and without being crude. “I guess the best way to describe it is to say that I belittled Cassidy,” she began, sitting beside him on the dilapidated sofa. She accepted her beer, took a long pull, and said “I assumed because she is so young and inexperienced, that by necessity, our relationship won’t last. That she isn’t ready to be serious,” she settled on. 

Gerry nodded. “Yeah, that would piss her off, all right,” he laughed. “Cam, you look at her and you see a twenty year old kid, but she’s been working full time since she was sixteen. She went to college and got two degrees in the time most kids finish high school. She is razor sharp, smarter than anyone else in this family could ever pray to be. But she doesn’t show it off, or act full of herself. I don’t see a kid when I look at her. I haven’t thought of her as my little girl for a long, long time. We let Kieran leave home when she was sixteen, because she was ready. Cassidy was ready a lot sooner than that, and if she had wanted to go away, we’d have let her, but she stayed at home while she was in college. She’s headstrong, I’ll grant you—gets it from her mother,” he opined, nudging Cameron playfully. “But she is not immature by any stretch of the imagination, and Cassidy has always identified exactly what she wants and then gone out and gotten it. Once she gets something in her head, you can’t dissuade her. And the last thing you ever want to do with a Thompson woman is put words in her mouth. Fatal error,” he concluded, swigging his beer. 

“What should I do? How do I fix this?” she asked, eyes misting over. “God, Gerry, I love her. I don’t know how this fell apart so dramatically so quickly,” she groused. 

He patted her thigh. “You leave it to me and to Violet,” he nodded knowingly. “Cassidy is going to Fort Lauderdale tomorrow, to speak at a convention. Here’s what we’re going to do,” he leaned toward her, grinning conspiratorially. 

*************

Cassidy Thompson glanced around the transport, then at her father. “Dad, stop screwing around and take me home. I’m worn out from the trip, and I’m not in the mood for your monkeyshines,” she snarled at her father. “What are we doing here?” she demanded as they stopped in front of Cameron’s apartment complex. 

“Taking you home,” he informed her. “You’ve been hiding in your room ever since you and Cam had that fight. It’s about time you talked to your partner, don’t you think? Besides, you’ve lived with us long enough.”

Cassidy was about to throw a hissy fit, but Cameron was standing there, beside the transport, opening Cassidy’s door. “Dinner’s ready, sweetie,” she said as if it were the most normal thing. “You look beat. Come on, you’ll feel better after you eat,” she intoned calmly, helping Cassidy out of the vehicle. 

Cassidy was so off balance, she forgot to argue. Cameron threaded their fingers together, and led Cassidy up the stair case to her place, waving goodbye to Gerry as they ascended. “I made lasagna. I hope you’re hungry,” she said warmly, opening the door. 

Cassidy’s jaw fell the second she stepped inside. “Holy shit, they really threw me out?” she murmured, spying her belongings around the room. 

“They worked really hard to try to make this comfortable for us both,” Cameron said sweetly. 

“This was their idea?” Cassidy asked reluctantly, too taken aback to get upset. 

“Yes, but I agreed with them. Your father said if I wanted to show you that I take you seriously, and that I trust in our future together, this would send the message loud and clear,” she replied, pulling out a chair at the dining room table, which Cassidy did not sit down in. 

“Do I get any say in this?” Cassidy demanded, though a smile was playing at the corners of her lips. 

“Hmm,” Cameron pretended to consider the question. “Sure, as long as you say you’ll stay. Because you have one hell of a lot of stuff to pack, and the three of us are weary of moving you.” 

Cassidy shook her head laughing. “God damn them,” she chuckled. “Always meddling in my life,” she complained half-heartedly. 

Cameron grinned. “Yeah. What can I say? They like me. They think I’m good for you. I tend to agree. We figured, at the very least, you’d have to talk to me while you repacked your junk, and that it would take long enough for us to work out our differences. And we were banking on the hope that I’m just too irresistible for you to say no to.” 

Cassidy sat down on the couch, speechless. 

“There’s a first—can’t think of anything to say?” Cameron teased her. She sat down in Cassidy’s lap, arms around her neck, kissing her. “Stay with me, Cass. I’m sorry I hurt you, and I’m sorry I didn’t validate your love for me. I was scared by how much I need you, and I let it make me doubt you when I had no right to doubt anything. I was wrong, and you’re not like anyone else I’ve ever known. Your word is as true as your heart, and as true as my heart. If you tell me ‘always’, then I believe you.” 

Cassidy kissed her soundly, tenderly, heart aching and full. “Always, Cameron. I love you so much,” she whispered, gazing confidently into her lover’s eyes. “I need to know you trust that.”

Cameron kissed her forehead, trying to keep herself in control, though she felt like crying. “I’m trying my best, honey. Just be patient with me, and keep in mind that the last time I let myself need someone, she was snatched away from me. It makes me wary, because life can be so unpredictable and cruel. And God, I don’t want to ever lose you,” she said sincerely, holding Cassidy tighter unconsciously. 

Cassidy kissed her throat with delicate lips, breathing warmly over her skin. “Do you have any idea how hard it was to walk away now that I know how it feels to be your lover?”

“Yeah? Obviously not hard enough to stop you,” Cameron complained lightly. “Apparently I didn’t do enough to get you hooked,” she added, kissing Cassidy with blistering aggression. “I’d like to remedy that.”

Cassidy dipped Cameron backward onto the couch, slipping out from under her and moving above her, balancing her weight on her forearms as she kissed the older woman with increasing insistence. Cameron’s fingers twined in Cassidy’s hair, tugging and urging her to deepen their kiss. Cassidy nuzzled her throat, nipping at her pulse point and whispering “I am hooked, Cam. I just know how to do denial really well,” she replied.  

They kissed and cuddled and teased and explored one another like teenagers, fully clothed and using their clothing as a means of heightening their desire. Feeling Cameron’s fingers sneaking under the hem of her shirt, Cassidy was acutely focused on the sensation of lazy fingers caressing her bare flesh just above the waistband of her jeans. She unbuttoned Cameron’s camp shirt halfway, kissing the tops of her breasts as they spilled over the edge of her brassiere. She stroked Cameron’s nipples through the lacy fabric, watching her lover’s excitement growing, content to tempt her and to let the arousal deepen before she did anything more direct. Cassidy pressed her thigh between Cameron’s legs, creating warm friction there, hinting at what else she intended to do. Cameron untucked Cassidy’s shirt completely, hands warm on the small of her back, fingernails scratching lightly over the deeply tanned skin. When Cassidy kissed her breasts, tugging at the nipples with her teeth through the cloth of her bra, Cameron sank her fingernails into Cassidy’s back. The raking sensation made Cassidy gasp, but the sharpness of the feeling fed her desire exponentially. She unzipped Cameron’s cargo shorts, hand sliding beneath the loose fabric and over Cameron’s panties. She could feel the moisture dampening the fabric of the crotch, and she let her fingers brush lightly over the smooth cotton. 

Cameron groaned softly, and Cassidy pulled her shorts down to her knees, but left her underwear intact. Cameron whimpered in frustration, but Cassidy would not be rushed. She fondled Cameron aimlessly through her underpants, teasing, until the older woman was nearly in a sweat of frustration. Cassidy unhooked Cameron’s brassiere, which fastened in the front, and gently nipped at the turgid knots that sprang from the confinement of elastic and satin. Cameron watched until her eyes burned and her vision blurred, the wetness of Cassidy’s mouth enfolding her nipples each in turn, never lingering to do more than suggest what felt good. Cassidy was thorough and gradual, and the sound of Cameron’s growing need did nothing to spur her on. 

When Cassidy returned to soft touches through Cameron’s panties, she could feel that Cameron had soaked them, and she relented slightly. She eased one finger beneath the elastic around the leg, letting the back of her knuckle glance over Cameron’s labia. Cameron breathed in quickly, opening her legs as much as the shorts around her knees would allow. “You’re making me crazy, Cass,” she growled, only to have Cassidy silence her with a steamy kiss. 

Cassidy gazed steadily into Cameron’s dark eyes, hand moving beneath the waistband of her underwear, warm and gentle as it moved over her thick thatch of hair. “Is this what you want?” she asked, taunting and combing her fingers over Cameron’s mons. 

Cameron smiled weakly. “I think you know it’s not,” she replied. 

Cassidy slid her hand lower, cupping Cameron’s sex in her palm. “This?” she asked innocently.

Cameron kissed her, biting her bottom lip, pulling on it with firm, demanding teeth. “Touch me,” she pleaded breathlessly. 

Cassidy grinned, pulling her shorts back up. “Let’s take this to your bed,” she invited her lover, a twinkle in her eye.

“You’re enjoying watching me beg,” Cameron accused as Cassidy helped her up and led her into the bedroom.

Cassidy stopped beside the bed, brushing Cameron’s shirt off her shoulders, following with her lips as the bare flesh was revealed. “Yes,” she agreed, “I am. But isn’t it delicious to anticipate?” she asked playfully, biting Cameron’s shoulder carefully as she slipped her hands down the back of Cameron’s shorts and over her buttocks. She shivered, breathing labored for a moment. “God, I love your ass,” she said in a voice that was dropping into a whole different register as she kneaded the muscles. “I used to stare at it whenever you were running around the preserve in your Speedo,” she admitted, breath hot against Cameron’s skin. “I’ve been so jealous,” she added.

Cameron sighed, letting her head fall back as Cassidy kissed her throat. “Jealous of who?”

Cassidy grinned, taking a firm nipple into her mouth just long enough to make it fully erect. “Your hover bike,” she joked. “You’re always wrapping your legs around it,” she said, waggling her eyebrows as she kissed Cameron full on the mouth, tongues tangling. 

Cameron’s fingers worked the buttons of Cassidy’s shirt, undressing her purposefully and returning the seduction as intently as it had been given. Cassidy didn’t like being distracted from her task, and she grabbed Cameron’s hands to restrain them the second she was naked. “Unfinished business,” she warned, dropping to her knees in the floor. She kissed the fabric covering her lover’s intimate places, the warmth from her mouth making Cameron moan, half delirious from the delayed gratification. Cassidy tugged her panties down, admiring Cameron’s slender feet as she stepped out of them along with her shorts. “Sit down on the edge of the bed,” she instructed the older woman, who obediently complied. 

Cameron’s eyes closed involuntarily as Cassidy pressed Cameron down on the bed, her legs dangling over the edge of the mattress. Cassidy buried her face in her lover suddenly, devouring her with utter abandon, and Cameron cried out at the piercing sensation. Cassidy was relentless, having teased Cameron until she was covered in a fine sheen of perspiration, and now just as determined to please as she had been to tease. Cameron drew her legs up, feet planted on the edge of the mattress, while Cassidy licked and suckled and drove her to the precipice of release. Cameron was completely conquered, writhing and groaning and coming into Cassidy’s mouth. Cassidy held her firmly, loathe to stop, but Cameron wiggled free. Cassidy crawled onto the mattress beside her, gathering her shaking body into strong arms that held her together. 

Cameron was instantly all over her, tearing at Cassidy’s mouth, pinning her to the bed. “My turn to drive you mad,” she threatened, squeezing Cassidy’s nipples and making her cry out partly from the sudden pain, and partly from the immediate heat that surged in her groin. Cameron moved between Cassidy’s legs, rocking against her, feeling the thin ribbon of fluid trickling onto her own belly. “God, you’re wet,” she gasped, trying to curb her impatience. 

Cassidy breathed raggedly as Cameron pressed against her, teasing with the motion of her hips. “Yeah, well, I’ve been listening to you moaning. That would make anyone wet,” she retorted, voice pure gravel. Cassidy was silenced by the pressure of Cameron’s thigh as she moved to straddle Cassidy’s leg, so that only one of her own rubbed against Cassidy’s sex. Cassidy grasped Cameron’s buttocks, grinding against her quadriceps, grunting softly. 

Cameron kissed her passionately, tongue avid in her mouth, and the tortured sound of surrender coming from the back of Cassidy’s throat made Cameron’s own desire rekindle. She reached around Cassidy’s thigh, still rocking against her labia, and found her opening with one outstretched finger. She dabbled in the juices there, teasing, not quite penetrating but hinting at entry. She rolled them onto their sides, Cassidy’s leg draped over her hip, and the firm curve of her buttock beckoning Cameron’s touch. Cameron slipped one finger into her tight passage, the walls closing around that penetration, and began the slow and methodical rhythm, deepening her penetration with each stroke. Cassidy’s needful response was muffled in Cameron’s mouth, but the second their kiss broke, Cassidy groaned faintly, saying Cameron’s name and pleading for more. 

Cameron withdrew her finger, found Cassidy’s clitoris, and rubbed gently at the swollen hood to ease it back. Cassidy surged as Cameron fondled her, retreating and pursuing until Cassidy was panting her frustration. “Do you need to come?” she asked her lover, whispering into her ear, breath hot against her cheek. 

“God, Cam, yes,” Cassidy admitted. “Don’t stop,” she begged, feeling the instantaneous focus on her clit heightening. 

“Do you want my mouth, or my hands?” Cameron asked, still breathing in Cassidy’s ear. 

“I want—I want—oh, God, I’m coming,” she realized, her arousal spurred sharply by Cameron’s words. “Oh, Cam,” she gasped, body shuddering and then going taut in every muscle. 

Cameron kissed her hard, letting the orgasm break over them both, then cradling her protectively. “I’ve got you, Cass,” she promised, kissing her tenderly between Cassidy’s recovering breaths.

Cassidy clung to Cameron, gripping with all her might, tucking her head beneath Cameron’s chin and letting her tears come. They dripped silently down her cheeks and wet Cameron’s chest, and Cameron felt her own heart melting.

“What, baby?” she asked softly. “Cass, tell me what,” she urged.

“Scared,” she answered, trying to control her breathing. “It’s so hard letting anyone see that part of me,” she said quietly. 

“Your sexual side?” Cameron clarified, stroking Cassidy’s hair tenderly. 

“Not only that,” she responded. “All my emotion. I’m usually so—insulated,” she settled on to describe it. “Only Kieran has ever seen me get really emotional, and no one has ever exposed such vulnerability in me.”

Cameron rocked her consolingly. “It’s a frightening thing,” she allowed, “giving anyone power over your heart, over your body,” she agreed. 

“I’ve never been on my knees with anyone,” Cassidy said warily. “Until now.” 

Cameron met her eyes, kissing her sweetly. “Does it help knowing I’m right there with you?” she asked. “Because I am. I love you so much, Cassidy.”

“It does help,” she decided. “These past few days, I’ve been worthless. Nothing has ever hurt so much, Cam. I never realized I could feel anything so deeply, except maybe the love I have for my family. I never expected anyone else to spark that sentiment in me, since no one had so far.”

“I figured, after Susan died, I’d never fall in love again, either. I think most of this past year with you, I’ve been in total denial,” she laughed, grinning ruefully. 

“Tell me about the others,” Cassidy requested. “The ones before Susan,” she added. 

They settled into the covers, talking, sharing their histories. Seeing how openly Cassidy accepted her past, Cameron was encouraged. Maybe, she decided, Cassidy really would be the exception to the rule.

**************

Gerry Thompson waded through knee deep saw grass, whacking it aside with a machete. “As soon as the research center is done, which should be about a month, we’re going to break ground here,” he told Cassidy, gesturing with one arm.

“What are you building here, Daddy? I haven’t seen anything in the budget or read any proposals,” she protested.

Gerry slipped an arm around her shoulders. “A house. For you and Cameron,” he advised her. “That apartment is too small for you, and you’re going to want to start a family someday,” he speculated. “What do you think, Stingray? Fireplace right here, master bedroom here, my grandchild’s room here,” he teased, chucking her under the chin. “Okay, we’ll hold off on the grandkids thing, but we’ll build a couple of extra bedrooms, just in case,” he said with a wink. “Your mom and I thought this would be an appropriate wedding present, don’t you? Do you think Cam will like it?”

Cassidy hugged him close. “Cam would love a house, I’m sure. But we haven’t talked about getting married yet. I mean, we’ve only been living together a couple of months,” she reminded him. 

Gerry nodded, a knowing grin playing on his face. “Whatever you say, sweetheart. You’ll want a great big porch here,” he continued to plan, pacing off the dimensions of the imaginary home. “And a shed over there, where you can keep your diving equipment. Let me ask you something, Cass. Can you imagine your life without her?” He unobtrusively slipped an arm around her as they surveyed the plot of land.

Cassidy blushed. “No,” she admitted, digging her toe into the sandy soil. “I can’t imagine breathing without her, Dad. I never knew I could love anyone so much. I always said I wanted what you have with Mom, and if you guys feel half of what I feel for Cam—it could fill an ocean,” she said sincerely. “Have you ever regretted marrying Mom?” she asked.

“I regret not doing it a whole lot sooner,” he replied. “When it’s right, you just know. Like Kieran and Lenara. When she brought Lenara home that first time, I knew they’d get married. Your mom wasn’t thrilled at the idea, but she got over it.”

“Does Mom approve of Cameron?” Cassidy asked worriedly. “She does, doesn’t she Dad?”

He tousled Cassidy’s hair affectionately. “Honey, this house was her idea. She loves Cam as much as she loves you. So do I. We’ve known since the first month Cam came to work for us that you two would end up together.”

Cassidy’s face fell. “You did? How the hell could you know that?”

“Parental clairvoyance,” he quipped. He gentled his tone, no longer teasing. “Honey, we know you. And the energy between the two of you was obvious. The first time you looked at her, it showed in your face—you thought she was beautiful. After we saw you working together, it reminded us so much of ourselves—the cadence you have together, the way you complement each other, like two halves of a whole. You and Cam know how to communicate, you rarely disagree, but when you do you’re respectful about it. At least, professionally you are. I know you’ve hit a couple of bumps in your personal life,” he nudged her. “But a little intervention was all that was needed to smooth it over.”

“You never did tell me how that all happened. Spill it, old man,” she gouged his ribs, making him jump. She smiled up at him with unabashed affection, knowing he’d never take her teasing the wrong way.

Gerry hugged her briefly. “You’d been holed up in your room for a couple of days, and I expected Cameron to come and plead her case, but she hadn’t even tried. So I went to check in with her while she was working. I found her in the pump house, and Cass, I’m telling you, she looked positively miserable. Cameron was as broken as I could imagine a person being,” he confided. “She was lost without you, and she asked for my advice.”

“No way,” Cassidy objected. “She’s so private, Dad. She wouldn’t.”

“As God is my witness,” he replied. “She told me she loved you, and she asked how to fix things, and so I told her.” 

“You told her to kidnap me and move my stuff into her apartment?” Cassidy laughed.

“I told her to make a statement. To prove herself. And that’s what we came up with,” he detailed. “And now I’m telling you, don’t hesitate, Cass. Marry her. You know she’s the one, we’ve known it since she walked onto the property, and Kieran keeps asking us when you’re going to get off your ass and pop the question.” 

Cassidy laughed happily. “Well, if Kelsey says so, then who am I to argue?”

“Ask her yourself, Stingray. She’ll tell you flat out,” he said smugly. 

Cassidy giggled. “Yeah, she actually already busted my chops at her jersey ceremony. I’m telling you, Dad, she almost smacked me. But I was being so dense, I deserved it. Kelsey never gets stern with me, but boy, she laid into me that night,” she chuckled.

“That’s because she loves you like there’s no tomorrow. She wants you to be happy. And God knows, she’s made enough mistakes in her own love life that she’s qualified to counsel you on how to avoid the same problems.”

Cassidy’s face darkened. “Yeah. God, I can’t believe Robin Lefler tried to kill herself,” she said, awed by the concept. “Over Kieran.” 

Gerry shook his head. “It’s never just about one thing,” he advised her. “Kieran has to know that, she’s got her own psych training to give her context for it. But I know it scared hell out of her, and Robin is in bad, bad shape.” He sighed. “You should call Kieran, Stingray. She’d love to hear from you, and she could use a supportive voice. When your Mom and I contacted her after Lenara told us what happened, she was as pale as I’ve ever seen her. Totally shaken.”

“Is Robin going to make it?” Cassidy asked, worried.

“They don’t know. There wasn’t much left of her, according to Lenara. She broke both legs, her pelvis, her vertebrae, both arms, both feet, and several ribs. Somehow she didn’t suffer any head trauma, or she probably would have died. The biggest problem is the damage to her spinal cord, and overcoming the paralysis. It’s going to be a long time until she’s really out of the woods. It wouldn’t hurt for you and Cam to go visit Kieran and Lenara, you know.”

“Okay. I’m sorry, Dad we’ve been sort of—” 

“Preoccupied?” he teased. “Yeah, so we’ve noticed.”

“Are we slacking off at the preserve?” she asked, appalled that they might be neglecting their duties.

“No. And it’s great to see you happy—both of you.”

Cassidy leaned into her father. “Dad, I love you so much. You’re the best parent a kid could want. I do want to marry her, and you’re right—she’s the one.”

“So, do we have your permission? To break ground?”

Cassidy gazed around the lot, picturing a home, picturing Cameron there. “Yes. But don’t tell Cam. Not until after I propose, and then if she says yes, we can look at building plans, okay Daddy?”

He hugged her. “Okay, kiddo. She’ll say yes.”

“Can I borrow the sloop, Dad? I want this to be romantic, if I can pull it off,” she asked, making mental calculations. 

“Of course you can. And if we can help, just say so,” he offered. 

**************

“Cassidy,” Cameron scolded her lover, “how much food do you think we need for a one day dive trip?” she demanded, trying to fit the provisions into the cabinets in the galley of the sloop. 

Cassidy swung her around and kissed her. “Quit bitching, woman,” she growled playfully. “This is vacation. Deal with it. Mom and Dad send their love, and their explicit instructions not to show your face at work for a week. Now, are you going to join me on deck?”

“Aye aye, Captain,” Cameron smarted. “Where are you taking me?”

Cassidy grabbed her hand and thundered up the steps to the navigation cockpit. “You want to sunbathe in the trampoline?” she offered.

Cameron waggled her eyebrows. “How about if I stay here and distract the Captain?” she flirted. 

“How about if you help me cast off?” Cassidy replied. “You get the stern line and aft spring line, and I’ll get the bow line and the forward spring.”

Cameron smirked. “Vacation, huh?” she crossed her arms petulantly.

Cassidy grabbed her and hollered “Man overboard!”

Cameron shrieked, wrestling her lover. “Don’t you dare,” she snarled playfully, making her way to the cleats. “You didn’t answer my question, Cass,” she reminded her. “Where are you taking me?”

Cassidy released the bow line and pushed them away from the dock. “To the first pirate ship I find. I figure you’re worth a couple of bucks,” she quipped. She settled into the cockpit, using the motor to get them into deeper water. When they had the sails unfurled, and the boat was underway, she went to the galley to retrieve beers. “We’re going to dive up and down the keys. How does that sound?”

Cameron hugged her enthusiastically. “A whole week of blue water sailing, diving, and you to myself?” she asked, kissing Cassidy’s cheek. “What more could a girl want!” 

“And just so you know this really is a vacation, Mom packed some meals for us, and I am doing the rest of the honors in the galley. Your wish is my command, honey,” she promised. “We can have fresh fish, tonight, because I should have plenty of time to catch something. You have nothing to do but rest, relax, and recreate.”

Cameron grinned happily. “I haven’t had a vacation since before college,” she realized. “You are spoiling me, Cass.”

“Ah, crap, you’re onto me,” she teased. “Come sit by me and keep me awake,” she flirted, pulling Cameron down beside her and kissing her. 

They sailed for several hours, basking in the morning sun, making course corrections as needed, and planning their dives with the guidepadds Cassidy had brought. Cameron chose a shipwreck for their first odyssey, and they decided to dock in Key Largo their first night. There were several dives they could do right there, without leaving Key Largo, and it was tempting. They finally decided to dive the Carysfort South shipwreck, and Turtle Reef the next morning. They would regroup after that and plan the next leg of the trip. Although they dove every day at the preserve, open water dives were the ultimate thrill for a marine biologist, especially in a place like Turtle Reef, where the marine life was as diverse as it gets. 

**************

Cassidy gave Cameron a thumb’s up, following her into the shipwreck, watching with amusement as she examined the sea life that had taken up residence in the hull remnants. While Cameron was preoccupied with her inspection, Cassidy pulled out the sign she had been hiding in her wetsuit, unrolling the waterproof banner.

Cameron looked askance at her lover, who was hanging there in the water, grinning around her rebreather. She noticed that Cassidy was holding something and turned to face her. A white banner, stretched in Cassidy’s arms, asked “Will you marry me, Cam?”

Cameron looked at the banner, letting the words register. Cassidy was gazing at her so hopefully, nervously chewing the mouthpiece of her rebreather. She smiled at the impish woman who had planned this in exacting detail, and was clearly inordinately pleased with herself. Then she nodded, and took Cassidy’s rebreather, removing her own to kiss her lover. It was the shortest dive of her life, but definitely the best she would ever experience. 

**************

Cameron held Cassidy’s body against her own, tangled in the sheets in the berth of the sloop, waiting for her pulse to slow, and for her eyes to regain their focus. The afternoon sunlight came in through the portholes, warming their legs, which were as tangled together as the sheets. They had cut their dive short and spent the afternoon making love, sealing their promise to spend their lives together, laughing and crying and pleasuring one another until they had no strength to speak of. 

When her blood had ceased its thundering in her veins, Cameron sighed contentedly and asked “Do your parents know?”

Cassidy laughed softly, kissing her beloved. “Yeah. Dad’s been riding my ass to propose for God knows how long,” she admitted. “In fact, I decided to ask about two months ago, but I wanted to do it this way. Since we finished the research center, things have been too hectic to get away,” she added. “But Dad’s known for awhile, and he’s been pushing me to say something.”

Cameron howled with laughter. “You’re joking. Your Dad?”

“Dad, Mom, Kieran, Lenara—hell, they’ve all been yammering in my ears to make you a Thompson,” she chuckled. “Isn’t it nice to be wanted, even if they are a meddlesome bunch?” she asked, stroking Cameron’s cheek tenderly. 

“Well, if they’re that keen on having me in the family, the least I can do is take your name,” she decided, dark eyes misting with gratitude for their support. “They really do approve?”

Cassidy hugged her closer. “Baby, my dad says he and Mom knew the day you interviewed with us that we would end up together,” she revealed, chuckling. “And Daddy has already shown me our wedding present.”

“Before you even asked me?” Cameron snorted, delighted at the thought.

“Before I even thought about asking you,” Cassidy admitted. “He took me aside for a father-daughter chat, and told me to stop wasting time, basically,” she allowed, her chest thrumming with amusement. 

“I want to know exactly what he said,” she insisted, giggling at the thought of Gerry getting stern with anyone.

“He said, Stingray, she’s one fine piece of mermaid tail,” she lied, howling as Cameron tickled her.

“Your dad would never call me anything so crass, wise-ass,” she accused.

Cassidy nodded affirmatively. “Did so. No, actually, he said, all marine biologists know when they’ve found the bearded clam they want to dive,” she continued, and weathered another assault of Cameron’s fingers. 

“Truly, honey, he said ‘Marry her. You know she’s the one, we’ve known it since she walked onto the property, and Kieran keeps asking us when you’re going to get off your ass and pop the question.’ Those were his exact words, I swear it,” she replied sincerely. 

Cameron kissed her with blistering heat, overcome with her own emotion, finally at peace with their future. She lay in Cassidy’s arms long afterward, daydreaming about what life might hold for them. “What if I had said no?” she asked finally, snickering.

“Then I would have been in a perfect place to drown myself,” Cassidy replied half-seriously. 

“So what’s our wedding present?” she asked, grinning mischievously. 

“You know that lot to the south of the research center?”

“The one they’ve been driving piles on?” Cameron asked.

“Yeah, that one. Those piles are for the foundation of the house they’re going to build for us.”

Cameron considered momentarily. “But Cass, they’ve been working that ground for over a month,” she pointed out. 

Cassidy nodded. “Uh huh. Which is why Dad wanted me to get to proposing, before it was obvious what they’re building. When we get back, sweetie, we need to choose a layout for the house.” 

“I can’t believe they want to do that for us, honey,” she marveled at it. 

“Oh, are you kidding? If they build it right there, then we’re never far away. And Dad has already been talking about his future grandchildren,” she warned. “So don’t fall over if he says something about building bedrooms for the kids,” she laughed. 

Cameron sobered immediately, peering into Cassidy’s face. “We’ve never even talked about kids, Cass. Do you want children?” she asked, holding her breath. 

“Honestly, I’ve never given it a thought. If you want them, we’ll have them. I kind of like the idea, but if you’re against it, I can live with that,” she said mildly. “I know I’d love to get you pregnant, if only I could,” she added, flicking her eyebrows.

“If you could, baby, I’d already be bursting at the seams, the way we go at each other,” Cameron teased. “And I do want kids. I always have. Well, at least one, anyway. You’re sure it’s okay?” she pressed, afraid she might see reluctance in Cassidy’s expression. 

Cassidy looked steadily at her, nodding. “I’d love to have a family with you, Cameron. Anytime, anyplace.”

__________________

Keh’grang had used his dissatisfaction over Detara’s dismissal to leverage an upgrade to his quarters on the Sato from P’Arth. She made the concession in hopes of stopping his moping, and since even the most basic quarters were outfitted with a workstation, it was not any trouble to have one installed. P’Arth had even permitted him to trade subspace communications with Detara, and in return Keh’grang had redoubled his attempts to be a father figure to Ja’Kir. 

Now he sat in his room, waiting for Detara’s hail, wondering how in the name of Kahless they were ever going to manage to carry out any sort of plan to win their freedom. Keh’grang was certain his transmissions would be monitored. When Detara appeared on his screen, the sight of her nearly knocked him breathless. 

“How are you feeling?” he asked her. “Any problems with the pregnancy?”

“Of course not,” she snapped. “I am Klingon,” she said as if no other explanation was needed. “Has P’Arth softened her stance on our situation?” she demanded impatiently.

“I have this workstation,” he pointed out smugly.

“VeQ!” she replied disdainfully. “Tell me something of value, Keh’grang.”

“I await your direction,” he replied contritely. “Only—”

“Don’t be a fool,” she cut him off before he could say anything incriminating. “Some things are best left unsaid. You must read between the lines, look for hidden meanings with a woman such as myself,” she said pointedly. “I am complex, and deciphering my moods is not a simple task.” 

Keh’grang understood perfectly. Somewhere in the carrier wave, Detara had buried a hidden message. “I will do my best, benal,” he replied. “Is your trip proceeding on schedule?”

“Everything is moving at the pace intended,” she replied. “I will contact you again soon, Keh’grang.”

“Soon,” he echoed. As soon as she had winked out of focus, he began searching for an encrypted signal. It didn’t take him long to find it, but decoding it would take a good bit of effort. Keh’grang had been hired into P’Arth’s service partly for his perceived ability to protect his mistress from attempts on her life, and so he had some background in espionage, warfare, and covert operations. He realized after only a few minutes that what Detara had sent him was a key to use on future missives, the step by step means of analyzing more encryptions. He had to admire his wife, who was adept in various forms of treachery. If only P’Arth would have listened to him, to reason, this ugliness could have been avoided. But the die was cast, and Detara would have her vengeance. 

Keh’grang knew that Detara had formed an alliance with To’Rehkt, though he had not yet been told the terms of the pact, only that Detara would help To’Rehkt to unseat P’Arth from the council. Keh’grang could only assume that Detara’s reward would be their freedom—hers, and Keh’grang’s. He would continue to try to soften P’Arth on the issue of releasing Detara and himself from servitude, but he held little hope. Even if he were to extract such a promise, he was certain Detara wanted blood, now, and that no less would suffice. 

Luckily for Keh’grang, Ja’Kir had become obsessed with Katie Torres, and that preoccupation allowed Keh’grang plenty of time to himself. Ja’Kir had trusted Keh’grang with his secret, and Keh’grang had won Ja’Kir’s favor by helping him meet Katie when P’Arth could not discover the deception.

Katie was all too happy to have an ally to assist her, so that she also would not be discovered in a compromising situation. Somehow, she knew B'Elanna and Noah would interfere with things if they knew how much time she spent with the young Klingon. Now that Ja’Kir had gone through the first rite of ascension, Katie found him nearly irresistible. Keh’grang thought the two youngsters were laughable, but he used their attraction to his advantage. The more time Ja’Kir spent with Katie, the less time Keh’grang had to waste on him.

____________________

Cameron Thompson had been lost in her own reverie all morning, remembering how she and Cassidy had begun their lives together. Now, decades later, she knew she had made the best choice for herself. She knew in hindsight that Susan, while a wonderful woman, couldn’t possibly have meant more to her than Cassidy had. Cassidy had been a rock through everything, and none of Cameron’s fears about being Cassidy’s first lover had been founded for an instant. 

The transporter hummed and deposited the two women on the dais inside the Lazy M Ranch, a resort and working cattle ranch in Tucson, Arizona. Cameron’s eyes darted around the visitor’s center, taking in the rustic log lodge, the river rock fireplace, the lodge pole furniture. She grinned ear to ear. “You remembered,” she said softly, slipping her hand into Cassidy’s. 

Cassidy laughed. “Like I could forget? We were planning a vacation here when you got pregnant with Marina, and then you were too sick to try to do any riding. You talk about horseback riding all the time, and every chance you get to drag me into the holodeck to a stable, you do,” she pointed out. “We’re going to take a long trail ride into the Catalina Mountains. There’s a waterfall, some Indian ruins, and quite a few petroglyphs,” she promised, helping Cameron down from the transporter dais. 

“What’s on the agenda today?” Cameron asked, sliding her arms around Cassidy’s neck. 

“Kieran and Daddy are meeting us for lunch in three hours—they said there was something important they needed to discuss with us, and when I told them we were going away, they were so disappointed. So I felt like I had to let them come spend some time with us,” she explained apologetically. “Especially since Daddy and Gretchen are keeping Chance for us,” she added. She bit her lip fretfully. “It’s okay, isn’t it Cam?”

Cameron smiled brilliantly, nodding. “Of course it is. I love them, Cass, it’s fine. As long as I get some time alone with you, preferably naked,” she flirted, “I’m happy.” She kissed her wife sweetly, lingering over the embrace. “I want to see the horses,” she enthused, practically clapping her hands with delight.

The stables stretched for nearly a city block, filled with horses that were available for riding, some that were reserved for the ranch hands, and some that were boarded by private owners. Cassidy watched fondly as her wife breathed in the odor of hay, manure, horse sweat, and dust, and watched her exhale as though some truth had settled over her like a mantle. Cameron was instantly serene, her face relaxed and youthful, and Cassidy could remember the early days of their courtship in vivid detail. Cameron had always been, in Cassidy’s estimation, elegantly beautiful, and Cassidy had known over the years that plenty of men and women had carried a torch for Cameron. She smiled softly to herself now, watching the cowboys do a double take as Cameron entered the stable, their rough hewn faces softening as they followed with their eyes. Cameron’s body moved with a fluidity that made the curves of her buttocks and hips so damned sexy, Cassidy had to remind herself not to openly gawk. More than a few of the ranch hands did gawk, and Cameron, modest to a fault, never let on that she noticed. 

“Can I help you, Ma’am?” a particularly wizened cowboy asked Cameron, stepping in front of her and blocking her path. 

“My wife and I just wanted to look at the horses. We’re taking a tour tomorrow morning,” she explained politely, slipping her hand into Cassidy’s.

Cassidy tried not to preen like the head rooster of the henhouse, but seeing the cowboy’s envy made her tempted. “That one’s a looker,” Cassidy commented.

“He’s for sale, if you’re in the market,” the young man said. “The whole ranch is for sale, in fact. You lucked out getting on the tour tomorrow, because the resort is shutting down at the end of the month,” he said sadly. “Guess we can’t compete with the modern high rise hotels, anymore,” he added. “People say this isn’t much more than a bunkhouse with room service,” he laughed, “and not a real resort.”

“It’s small, but it’s beautiful here,” Cameron said sincerely. 

“I picked this place specifically because it is small,” Cassidy added. “It’s a shame if people don’t appreciate that. It’s a lot more private than some high rise joint,” she consoled him. 

“This here is Pistol Blue,” he informed them, reaching for the horse’s bridle. “He’s a feisty cuss, and I love him like my own brother,” he said, scratching the horse’s ears. “Yes, Sir, you’re a good old horse, aren’t you?” he asked lovingly. “Name’s Calvin,” he said abruptly, extending his hand. “You folks need anything, you ask for me at the front desk, hear?” he said warmly. 

“Cameron and Cassidy Thompson,” Cameron returned. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

“Stay as long as you like,” he threw over his shoulder as he left the stable. “See ya, Pistol.” 

Cassidy watched him lope away, boots kicking up dust as he scuffed along the desert trail toward the resort. “That’s one unhappy man,” she commented. “Poor guy.” She grinned at her wife. “He sure did check you out, honey,” she advised her.

“Oh, Cassidy,” Cameron smacked her arm, “you’re always saying that crap. To hear you tell it the entire planet wants to take me to bed,” she accused, pushing her wife along. “Let’s go, cowgirl.” 

Cassidy reclaimed her hand. “I’d like to take you to bed, even if the rest of the planet is booked up,” she flirted. 

Cameron pulled them up short, shaking her head. “You’re serious? Didn’t you already get your fill this morning?”

Cassidy slid her arms around her wife and squeezed her fanny in both hands. “Do I ever joke about sex, Cam?” she asked, a wicked look in her deep green eyes. She backed Cameron into a stall gate, kissing her forcefully, nothing playful in her manner. “You’re the sexiest woman alive, Cameron Thompson, and I want to make you scream my name,” she said in Cameron’s ear. 

Cameron’s knees threatened to give, and Cassidy steadied her, kissing her throat suggestively, breathing softly over her skin. “Cass,” she whimpered, kissing her wife back with equal intent and heat. “If you don’t get us out of here, I’m going to drag you into that hay stack,” she threatened. 

Cassidy snatched her hand and practically ran to their room. One thing was certain: time had not slaked their desire for each other. 

_______________

Ro Laren stretched lazily in the sunshine filtering through the clouds, dangling her fingertips over the side of the metal rowboat. She noted that the paint was peeling off the hull, and the oars were in need of a fresh coat, as well.  She peered out from behind dark sunglasses at Jenny Wildman, whose deltoid muscles were flexing in the most titillating way with every pull of the oars. 

“Are you staring at me?” Jenny demanded, jerking an oar on the surface of the lake to kick up a wave of water. 

Laren lurched to the opposite side of the small craft, but not before the splash landed on her shoulder. “Yeah, what of it?” she laughed, sticking her tongue out at her lover. “I always stare at you,” she asserted.

Jenny grinned, her soft brown hair catching the sunlight and making it look golden. “I guess it’s okay,” she relented, dropping the oars and leaning toward the back of the boat where Laren was seated. She kissed the Bajoran for long moments, hand cupping Laren’s cheek, lips soft and undemanding. “I stare at you, too,” she admitted. 

“You seem troubled, today,” Laren noted, catching a glimpse of some veiled pain in Jenny’s frost-white eyes. 

Jenny kissed her once more, then retook a seat and retrieved the oars. “Well, besides being worried about Emily, I was just wishing we could stay on Earth a lot longer,” she sighed. 

“Me, too,” Laren agreed. “But you know Kieran can’t make excuses after the trial and the board of inquiry proceedings. There are wormholes to open. Lenara wants to get it done before she has the baby,” she reasoned. “And Starfleet is anxious to put this ordeal with you and Emily behind them,” she noted. 

Jenny pulled harder on the oars to expend some of her frustration. “I think I should go back on active duty, don’t you?” she asked, dreading the answer.

“No. Amy Scott doesn’t think so, either,” Laren answered, shifting uncomfortably at the implication. Jenny was certainly not emotionally stable enough, in Laren’s mind, to resume her station on the bridge. She tried to lighten the mood. “Are you bored already?” she teased, waggling her eyebrows at her lover. Medical leave for Jenny had provided the women extended time together as a couple, and had allowed them to find their place in each other’s day to day lives.

Jenny chuckled. “I’m not bored with you, Averone. But I feel guilty for not pulling my weight on the ship,” she said despondently.

Laren scooped a handful of lake water into her palm and lobbed it into Jenny’s lap. “Cool your nacelles, Lieutenant,” she ordered playfully. “You’ve got enough to worry about with the board of inquiry. It will be a lot harder than the trial, because they are looking for a reason to bust Kieran. The ship doesn’t need you right now. It’s practically flying itself.”

Jenny scowled at Laren as the water soaked her crotch. “Careful, or I’ll swamp this tub,” she threatened, giggling at Laren’s outraged expression. “There’s the island,” she added, rowing toward it. “Do you really think Starfleet is gunning for Kieran’s command pips?” Jenny asked fretfully. 


“They could be,” Laren supplied. “What you and Emily say is crucial, Jen. They’ll be trying to trick you into saying Kieran was negligent, and it got you captured,” the Bajoran conveyed the bad news.

“That’s ludicrous!” Jenny replied, outraged. “Kieran wasn’t in charge of the security detail!”

Laren nodded slowly, waiting for Jenny to state the obvious, but she didn’t. “No, she wasn’t,” Laren supplied. “I was.”

“Not directly,” Jenny argued, rowing more energetically to expend her frustration. “You delegated that detail to Ben Mason, and understandably so. It’s not your fault he fucked up, and it’s not even remotely Kieran’s fault.” Jenny sighed in disgust. “It’s Starfleet, things happen, and I don’t understand why they are asking such stupid questions. Nobody blamed Kathryn when Kieran and Seven got lost. Nobody blamed Lenara when Kieran was stuck in that other dimension. What happened to Emily and I was no one’s fault but the Cardassians’,” she insisted hotly. 

“You’re preaching to the choir, Jen,” Laren agreed. “But you’re an officer. You know the politics involved here. And from what I understand, the whole inquiry is being driven by Shane Bilbrey’s parents, and some other angry parents.”

“Not mine, I hope,” Jenny said, abruptly suspending her oar strokes. “God, Laren, tell me they aren’t involved in this.”

“No, Jitalia, not your mom and dad. But some other parents have jumped on the bandwagon, not entirely concerned with the Sagan, so much as the chain of command on Sato. There’s talk of favoritism, of Kieran putting her family in all the key posts.”

Jenny ground her back teeth. “That’s a load of bullshit, and you know it. Every person on the ship earned their pips. The ones who excel are rewarded for it. The ones who fail are counseled and trained. And the ones who are grossly derelict are punished accordingly, like Ben Mason. If anyone on the Sato thinks they’re getting an unfair shake, why not transfer elsewhere? There are plenty of jobs on dozens of ships that are vacant or staffed with under qualified crew,” she hissed angrily, defensive on Kieran’s behalf. “You know what supremely pisses me off?” she asked, without waiting for an answer. “Shane loved Kieran. Shane would be livid if she were alive. If not for Kieran, Shane would have been drummed out of the Academy, and she told me that herself. She told me Kieran saved not only her career, but her life. And that’s the gratitude her parents show?” she hissed, feeling protective of her mother-in-law.

“Hey,” Laren tried to soothe her ire, “I’m on your side. I think it stinks that they want to pick Kieran’s command apart,” she concurred, dark eyes pained. “She rescued me from slavery, Jen, from a toxic mine where I was hours from death. You won’t find a bigger fan of hers than me,” she assured her lover. “We’re coming to shore,” she reminded Jenny, who was piloting the rowboat haphazardly, caught up in her emotion.

Laren gingerly stood in the rowboat to look at the place Jenny had promised to take her for a picnic. Loon Lake was fed directly by the Clinton River, and Jenny’s parents had owned a cabin there since Jenny was a baby. Her father loved to fish for crappie, and Loon had some of the biggest in Michigan. Jenny had spent summers swimming and boating and hiking here, and sometimes, in winter, the family would come for ice skating and sledding. Jenny had loved this small island as a child, and as a teenager, she had spent many picnic Sundays there. Since the cabin was less than ten miles from their home in Auburn Hills, Jenny had ridden her bike there on dozens of occasions. 

Jenny’s parents had insisted that Laren and their daughter stay at the lake house with them, where Jenny could eat home cooked food and be with her siblings. Where she could heal. The Calverts had completely accepted Ro Laren, now that the story of the rescue had come out, and while they seemed puzzled by the logistics of Jenny’s marriage, they didn’t question it. Now that Jenny had given her testimony, she had to admit, she really was feeling better mentally, and it felt good to be home. 

“How does it stay so neatly trimmed?” Laren wondered of the island. “Shouldn’t there be weeds taking over the ground?” She admired the freshly clipped grass and the clover blooming around the fringes where the water lapped at the ground. 

Jenny smiled softly. “Perry and Keith rowed a lawn mower out here in the boat this morning to cut it for us. Wasn’t that sweet?”

Laren swallowed hard, touched by the gesture. She envied Jenny momentarily for having such a wonderful family. “I guess it pays to have brothers,” she said softly, marveling at the thoughtfulness of the gesture. “It’s beautiful here, Jen,” she added, nearly tumbling into the water as the rowboat ran aground. “Prophets, woman, where’d you get your pilot’s license, from a replicator?” she demanded, leaping onto the dry ground. “Terra firma,” she sighed, dropping dramatically to her knees and kissing the grass. 

“Smart ass,” Jenny accused, leaning over her lover and pressing her hand against the back of Laren’s head. “I think you can just stay down there, until you apologize for insulting my piloting,” she added peevishly, refusing to let Laren up. 

Laren’s face was crammed into the stubbly grass, and it was tickling her face where it wasn’t poking her. “Uh, sweetie? Honey? Jumja cake? There’s a great big bug trying to crawl up my nose. I am deeply and truly sorry for what I said,” she promised sarcastically. 

Jenny tousled Laren’s jet black hair before removing her hand. “You’d better hope it’s not a fire ant, my little moba fruit,” she shot back. “They sting like the dickens. I’ll get the picnic blanket.” 

Laren studied the red ant a moment longer, then got up to help Jenny lay out the blanket. “It was good of your mom to fix us lunch,” she said absently, spreading the red and white checked cloth over the bright green of the lawn. “It was even nicer of your dad to let you out of his sight for ten minutes,” she added, winking at Jenny. 

“He’s just a tad protective. I guess knowing your child got raped tends to make you a bit reluctant to close your eyes for even a moment,” she defended Roger Calvert. 

Laren smiled gently. “I’m not knocking him, Ji’talia,” she promised. “He’s a good man.”

“That’s good,” Jenny decided, smoothing down the wrinkles in the cloth before seating herself. “Because he’s convinced you fart sunshine,” she advised her lover. “He’s already asked me half a dozen times if you and I are getting married.”

Laren’s heart raced uncomfortably. “And you said?” she asked, sitting beside her younger lover, shading her eyes as she gazed out over the glassy surface of the lake.

“I said nothing would make me happier, but it would have to be a marriage of four,” she replied seriously. 

“And he said?” Laren wondered, trying to ignore the way her heart sank.

“He wanted to know who the holdout was,” she laughed. “I told him you are.” Jenny watched carefully as Laren’s color rose slightly, and the Bajoran averted her eyes. 

Laren reached into the picnic basket, removing an apple and biting into it. “Kit’s the only one that ever asked,” she pointed out, talking through a mouthful of fruit. 

Jenny leaned over and kissed her forehead. “I don’t need to point out what a lame observation that is,” she noted. “You know I would run to the altar, and so would my wives, if you were holding out your hands.”

Laren sighed. “I appreciate the sentiment, Jen. But I’m very happy right now, just being with you.”

Jenny rummaged through the basket and found an orange, and began to peel it. “And I’m happy this way, too, for now,” she allowed. “I’m reluctant to push myself to be with Emily or Kit again, at least for the time being. But eventually I’ll have to learn to be with them again, too, you know,” she reminded Laren. “You do realize that hasn’t changed, don’t you?”

Laren nodded, afraid to speak, afraid to express what she really felt. 

“Don’t you?” Jenny asked again.

“Yes, I get it,” Laren retorted snappishly. She couldn’t admit to Jenny how much the truth of that statement cut her to the bone. She couldn’t show her deeper desires, the ones that would make her relationship with Jenny exclusive. 

“I’ve been surprised you and Kit haven’t spent any intimate time together since you rescued me,” Jenny said softly, searching Laren’s expression for a hint at what was irritating her.

“Kit isn’t my biggest fan right now,” Laren confirmed. “She’s touchy about my friendship with P’Arth. She perceives it as disloyal to Kieran,” she added. “I don’t think that’s very fair of her. One minute she seems fine with P’Arth, and the next she’s back to hating her.” 

“You should talk to her, then,” Jenny opined. “Get it out in the open.”

Laren finished her apple, taking the orange slice Jenny offered, kissing Jenny’s fingers. “Can we just talk about us, today? This is the first time I’ve had you to myself in forever,” she said hopefully. “Unless you count sleeping and making love silently,” she added, kissing Jenny suggestively. 

Jenny chuckled. “Hasn’t the sex been interesting though, needing to restrain our responses?” she prompted her lover, kissing her back.

Laren grinned. “It’s a fun addition to the list of ways to make love, but I wouldn’t want to do it that way all the time. I like hearing you groaning my name,” she teased, nipping at Jenny’s bottom lip. 

Jenny quirked at eyebrow. “We’re alone here. And the lake is almost empty today, what with everyone at church,” she pointed out, grinning mischievously at the Bajoran. “Play your cards right, and maybe you might just get to write our names in the scrolls of the celestial temple this afternoon.”

Laren kissed her again, this time more sweetly. “I think we’ve already filled a few reams of parchment, Averone, don’t you?” she asked softly, caressing the silkiness of Jenny’s cheek. 

“Definitely,” Jenny agreed, stretching out on her back with her head in Laren’s lap. She gazed up at the clouds, watching them drift by. “I love the sky,” she said absently. “I see a bunny rabbit.”

Laren looked toward the heavens, quirking an eyebrow. “Jumja cake, you’re hallucinating. Rabbits don’t fly.”

Jenny giggled. “Use your imagination and stop acting like a Vulcan,” she scolded. “I see the rabbit in the clouds. See?” she pointed. “There’s the ears, and the bunchy body, and the cotton tail,” she traced the outline with her outstretched finger. 

Laren’s brow knitted skeptically. “If you say so,” she humored her lover, but then she smiled, nodding. “I see it, Jen!” she said excitedly. “It really does look like a rabbit.”

Jenny watched Laren’s expression intently, her heart warming. Sometimes, though rarely, Laren could seem so childlike, so in awe of the things around her, and Jenny adored that part of Laren’s character. She was so overcome with love in that moment, she sat up and gathered Laren into her embrace. “I love you,” she said suddenly, hugging the Bajoran close. “More than I have words for.”

Laren clung to her then, breathing in the warm scent of her hair, wishing for all the world things could stay like this—the two of them, simply together. 

_______________

P’Arth was at loose ends, since she could not attend the trial proceedings. She puzzled over why Emily Wildman would request a closed courtroom, and she dutifully waited outside when the Cardassians were brought in every day, so that she might continue her campaign of silent terrorism against them. Today she had made her usual show of baring her teeth at them and growling deep in her throat, then returned to the Sato, where she met with Lenara Wildman for breakfast. 

Lenara explained her latest work on the wormhole, and they discussed the logistics of the ceremony to open it. P’Arth had steadfastly refused to be on Lenara’s escort ship that would have the honor of passing through the wormhole first, but she had allowed the Trill to convince her to be in a second ship, followed by the Romulan escort ship, and finally by the Sato. Lenara gave P’Arth a PADD with the specifications for the hull shielding that the Klingon war bird would require for maximum safety, and she offered to assign a crewmember to assist with the replication and installation. P’Arth had smiled and advised the gentle Trill that B'Elanna Lessing had already dedicated part of her engineering staff to the task, and the Sato’s engineers were working alongside P’Arth’s Klingon crew to effect the enhancements. Keh’grang was personally overseeing the progress each day, and both he and P’Arth conferred with B'Elanna’s staff several times a week. The two women talked companionably, finally at ease with one another and beginning to develop a true friendship. Lenara thought P’Arth was a fascinating woman, and she finagled many war stories from the noble warrior. P’Arth never allowed herself the indulgence of boasting, not with Lenara. She reserved that bravado for her fellow Klingons, and around the Trill, she was never brash or arrogant. 

P’Arth was learning about Trill customs, and Lenara had been explaining the kosbenara to her. P’Arth was intrigued by the tradition, and wanted very much to see the kosbenara on Kieran’s back, which Lenara had described in detail. She knew she would not likely ever be granted that privilege, but she was gratified to find that Kieran was still a sentimental woman, as tender hearted as she had been at the Academy. “I’m sure it’s a fine piece of artwork, and a worthy tribute to your marriage,” P’Arth offered, though her expression was wistful.

The regret in the Klingon’s tone was not lost on her companion. “Be patient with her,” Lenara said gently. “She has carried around her misconceptions a long time, and it is hard to let them go. She’s trying. I know she is,” she assured the Ambassador. Lenara lay her hand over P’Arth’s. “I know it is difficult when love is unacknowledged,” she consoled the stoic Klingon. 

P’Arth didn’t even bother to protest the observation. “It’s just that there are so many things I would like to discuss with her. I do not know how to make her understand that I never meant to hurt her,” she said sadly, pouring more raktajino for them both.

Lenara nodded sympathetically. “Give her time. She is a good woman, an honorable soul. Eventually, she will see reason. She will cease to perceive you as a threat,” she promised. “It’s just that, considering what happened to Jenny and Emily, she is more on guard than ever.”

P’Arth swallowed her emotion, her warrior’s mask back in place. “I would sooner spit on my father’s grave than I would allow harm to fall to your family. I only wish she understood that,” she groused. 

“Kieran is stubborn, and methodical in her approach to things,” Lenara explained.

“I remember,” P’Arth laughed. “It used to be the bane of my existence,” she added, delighted that she had made Lenara laugh. 

“Then you know that she will come to her conclusions in her own time. Try not to push. The longer you are in our lives without incident, the more she will realize there’s not necessarily going to be trouble,” she advised.

P’Arth nodded. “I will do my best, Lenara. And I do appreciate your faith in me.”

Lenara squeezed P’Arth’s hand. “You have never given me reason not to have faith in you,” she assured the Klingon. 

They passed the morning discussing what would become of Detara and the political atmosphere on Qo’noS, since Lenara had been privy to the attack on P’Arth’s agricultural holdings on the homeworld. Lenara had been concerned over a possible shift in power, and worried that a shift might signal a dismal future for the equal rights of women on Qo’noS. P’Arth found herself trusting Lenara with information she would not ordinarily share with an offworlder, and Lenara appreciated the confidences P’Arth had shared. 

When P’Arth escorted Lenara back to her laboratory, she was genuinely disappointed that the morning had gone by so quickly. They hesitated in the corridor, neither quite certain how to thank the other. Lenara’s symbiont sensed something was bothering the Klingon, and prompted her to pry a bit. She took the Chancellor’s hands in her own, gazing up at her. “Please, before we say good-bye, tell me why you are so troubled,” she said quietly.

The Klingon scrutinized the diminutive Trill, scowling slightly. “Damnable Trill instincts, I can hide nothing from you,” she complained. “Lenara,” P’Arth finally broke the silence. “Does our friendship cause—tension between Kieran and you?” she asked hesitantly. “I would imagine it might. I know Kit struggles to tolerate me,” she offered in a conciliatory tone.

Lenara sighed. “Kieran has not overtly shown any symptoms of jealousy, or over protectiveness, but yes, there is some strain between us. She doesn’t do it intentionally, but I know the sentiment is there.”

“Would you prefer that I take my leave of you?” P’Arth asked politely, dreading that Lenara might agree. “To protect the integrity of your relationship with Kieran?” she added to clarify.

Lenara squeezed her hands companionably. “No, I would not prefer it. I would most prefer that Kieran work through her issues with you, and treat my friendship with you as something entirely separate from the marriage. Whether or not she can actually do it remains to be seen.”

“Have you quarreled about me?” P’Arth asked reluctantly, her browridges darkening with concern. 

“Once or twice,” Lenara admitted. “But Kieran and I learned long, long ago in our relationship that trying to protect one another always leads to disaster. We made those mistakes before we were married, and part of our agreement in our union was to never try to protect one another from the truth of our emotions. I care about you, and Kieran will have to accept it and learn to live with it,” she stated flatly. 

“I am grateful for your steadfast loyalty,” P’Arth advised her, humbled by the fact. “But I do not wish to cause you pain or discord in your marriage. You will tell me, please, if my presence in your life becomes a burden?”

Lenara stood on her toes to kiss P’Arth’s cheek. “You are hardly that,” she insisted. “Thank you for breakfast, and for a wonderful morning, Ambassador. Let’s do it again soon.” 

P’Arth stood there dumbfounded, but grinning foolishly as Lenara disappeared in a fragrant swirl of air into the lab. Without being conscious of it, she touched her cheek where Lenara had kissed her. She simply had to find a manner in which to prove herself to Kieran, because Lenara’s friendship was too important to lose now. 

________________

Tyler Bilbrey waited anxiously in the transporter room for her escort to Captain Wildman’s ready room. She surveyed herself in the reflective surface of the transporter controls, feeling odd in her new uniform. Kit Wildman strode through the doors, extending her hand. “Ensign,” she said amiably, “good to see you again. The captain is waiting for you.” Kit could see how nervous the younger woman was, and she tried to ease her mind with a smile. “Ordinarily our first officer would be here to do your orientation,” she explained, “but Ro is on leave. I’m the acting first officer for now, so I’ll be doing the honors. Did you have a chance to go over the ship’s specs?”

Tyler swallowed hard. She had been at parties to celebrate her graduation the night before, and hadn’t had the time to delve into the particulars of Sato’s makeup or crew complement. “I’m afraid not, Commander Wildman,” she said, her voice barely a squeak. “This assignment has been rather sudden.” 

Kit nodded. “I understand. Graduation week, and all. By the way, it’s Lieutenant, not Commander.”

Tyler followed along the corridors of the ship, looking bewildered. “But you’re a lieutenant commander,” she pointed out.

“Yes, I passed the bridge officer’s exam. Ordinarily I would ask to be addressed as Commander Wildman, but since there are six officers on this ship named Wildman, I’ve left it as is. Robin Wildman is the one we call Commander, because she is a full commander, and she’s the only one who has risen that far up the ranks besides my mother.”

“Does it get confusing, since your wives are lieutenants, too?” she asked, noting mentally that she and Kit walked at nearly identical paces, and were the same height. 

Kit laughed. “It would, since Jenny and I are both on the bridge, but Mom calls us all by our first names to avoid confusion. It makes for a pretty casual atmosphere, which Mom prefers,” Kit described. “Only, when we’re on the bridge, no one calls her Mom or Kieran. It is strictly Captain Wildman,” she pointed out, “unless she tells you otherwise. Mom’s not huge on protocol, but don’t relax it until she says you can,” Kit warned, stopping outside the ready room doors. “Here you are. She’s expecting you,” Kit said cordially. “I’ll be back for you when the captain hails me.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Tyler said nervously, ringing the chime.

“Come!” Kieran called out.

Tyler marched through the doorway of the ready room, where Kieran was poring over data PADDS on her desk, not looking up.

“Ensign Tyler Bilbrey, reporting for duty as ordered, Captain, Sir!” she announced crisply, rigid at attention.

Kieran glanced up, quirking an eyebrow. “Don’t you look spiffy, Ensign,” she needled her newest charge. “Did you iron your under drawers?” she asked affably, thinking if Tyler stood any more stiffly, she’d probably pull a muscle.

“I—didn’t know that was part of the regulations, Captain, but—”

Kieran stood up, laughing at the stridence of her recruit. “Tyler, it was a joke. For God’s sake, already, at ease. Sit down,” she waved her into the chair in front of her desk. “Did you drink an ample amount last night to celebrate?” she asked.

Tyler’s eyes flew open wide. “I drank, but I don’t know how ample it was,” she replied honestly. 

Kieran grinned. “Splendid, then, you won’t mind an eye-opener,” she said happily, going to the replicator. She tapped in commands, and two steaming mugs of coffee appeared. “Welcome aboard my ship,” she offered, handing Tyler the coffee.

They sipped at the hot brew, which was laced with coffee liqueur, and Kieran sighed with satisfaction. “Much, much better. Now, Ensign, what the hell are you doing here on the Sunday after commencement?” she asked, slugging down a gulp of her drink. 

“Sir?” Tyler asked, growing more disconcerted by the minute. 

“Aren’t there goodbyes you need to say? Parties to attend? Don’t tell me the grand old tradition of the all-night kegger is dead,” she feigned indignance. 

“I was ordered to report to duty, Captain,” she stammered, puzzled. “Didn’t you want me here?”

Kieran chuckled. “Plenty of time for that later, kiddo. Here’s your orders for the week,” she slid the PADD across the desk. “I expect you to follow them to the letter. Don’t disappoint me.” 

Tyler scrolled through the information, smiling. “This is very generous of you, Captain,” she said, relieved. The schedule was simply marked as “informal leave, Captain’s discretion”, meaning not only was she being given the time off, it was not counted against her accrued leave allowance. 

“The Quartermaster has you all set. We’ll send for your belongings. Ro will do your actual orientation next Thursday. That should give you plenty of time to say your farewells to your classmates and quad mates.” Kieran looked her up and down several times. “Would you like to see your new digs?” she asked, amused at the look of befuddlement on Tyler’s face.

“The captain’s personal tour?” she asked, relaxing just a little. 

“Why not,” Kieran decided. “Come on.”

An ensign’s quarters were appointed with multiple luxuries, compared to the Galaxy Class ship she had done her internship on, and Tyler was impressed with her accommodations. Most smaller ships required the ensigns to share quarters with another ensign, and private quarters were only granted to lieutenants and above. But the Supremacy class ships afforded privileges that the other ships didn’t. Tyler had already heard complaints from her fellow cadets about their room assignments, and she was grateful she didn’t have to share space.

“The single credit tour,” Kieran joked as she moved through the room. “Replicator, dining area, living room.” She tapped a control and an entertainment system deployed from the ceiling. “Recreation console—this is optional and you can replace it with various other modules if you prefer, such as a private exercise circuit, a studio, or the like. Just peruse the catalogue online, and you can decide if there’s a configuration you’d like better. This is your ensuite,” she continued, tapping the light control. “Standard assembly, but if you have preferences, it can be reconfigured. The jet tub is nice, but some crewmembers favor a large shower, instead. Your sleeping berth,” she pressed on, “connects to the ensuite. You can enter from the ensuite or from the hallway by the living room. The closets are my favorite feature,” she put in, demonstrating their capacity. “I keep memorabilia in mine. I thought you might like this,” she added. 

There on the central shelf was a plexicast trophy case with a signed basketball from Shane’s senior year’s team, and a photo of Shane beside it taken during a game. The miniature tribute had one of Shane’s jerseys as the backdrop, in the transparent plexicasing, so that the view from the back displayed the name and number on the jersey’s back. 

Tyler examined the memento, awed by it. “This has your autograph on it, Coach?” she murmured, lapsing from officer to officer relation. “It must be priceless,” she breathed. 

Kieran nodded. “It is now, because Kathy and Penny and Shane are all gone. Starfleet will probably ask you for it if they ever find out you have it, for the Academy’s museum archives, but stand your ground. It’s yours to keep, and you can bequeath it to them when you die, if you want.”

Tyler gazed up at her, grateful and nearly speechless. “I wanted to play for you more than I ever wanted any commission,” she admitted after a long silence. “I was crushed when I found out you were leaving the Academy.”

Kieran rested her hand on Tyler’s shoulder. “It was no secret. I hope your recruiter didn’t tell you otherwise,” she said apologetically. 

“By the time I signed the letter of intent, I knew, but I had hoped, playing in high school, that I would find a way to overlap my years with yours.”

Kieran squeezed her shoulder gently. “Now you will play for me. In the ship’s league,” she enthused. “Did you get to see any of Shane’s and my professional games?” she asked, remembering the summer they’d played together for the Fever.

“I did,” Tyler said, smiling. “I got to see a play-off game where you set a couple of records, in fact. Shane said she’d try to introduce me to you, but you took off as soon as you were out of the showers. So I missed you.”

“Why aren’t you playing pro ball yourself?” Kieran wondered. “Coach Perkins said you were scouted,” she added in a friendly tone. “And I watched enough of your games to know you have the ability.” She leaned against the wall of Tyler’s quarters, completely at ease with her recruit, sizing her up stealthily while they talked. 

“There are no Cardassians in the WNBA,” she replied. “Basketball doesn’t seem nearly as important as it once did.” Her face darkened, thinking of how her sister had been killed. 

“Fair enough,” Kieran agreed. “If you’re satisfied with your quarters, then, I’d like to get back to work,” she said abruptly. “I am meeting my sister for lunch.” 

“I thought you said your sister died,” Tyler replied, confused.

“She did. Long story, but this Cassidy Thompson is from another dimension,” she explained, laughing. “I’ll invite you to dinner sometime at my house, and you can hear the story from her yourself,” she promised. 

“Seriously? I can have dinner with your family?” she asked hopefully.

“Absolutely,” Kieran assured her. “In fact, why don’t we plan on Thursday night? It’ll be a good way to cap your first full day of service. I’ll take you to my father’s in Florida.”

Tyler smiled so brightly, the whole room seemed to light up around them. “The manatee preserve? Shane always wanted to see it,” she said.

Kieran’s heart tugged at her. “I always meant to take her there, and we just—never got around to it,” she faltered, feeling badly for the oversight. “It’s an amazing place. I’m sure I’ll see you during your first shift, but if not, meet me at the transporter room at the end of Alpha shift, and we’ll beam down together. Enjoy your time off,” she said by way of dismissing the ensign. 

__________________

Kieran Wildman and Gerry Thompson waved at Cameron and Cassidy Thompson from their table on the veranda. 

“There they are,” Cameron said, guiding Cassidy toward the glass doors. “Try to look less like you just got laid, sweetie,” she chided her wife. “Your cheeks are bright red.”

Cassidy smirked at her. “That’s because your thighs have been chafing them,” she smarted devilishly.

“Jesus, Cass,” Cameron griped, rolling her eyes. “A modicum of decorum, if you don’t mind,” she demanded under her breath as they pushed through the doors, though she was grinning ear to ear. “Kieran, Dad,” she greeted them, kissing their cheeks each in turn. “It’s so nice of you to meet us.” 

“Cam, you’re glowing. You look gorgeous. Are you pregnant again?” Gerry asked hopefully, smiling at his daughter-in-law. 

“Hardly,” she replied, seating herself in the chair Cassidy pulled out for her. “But thanks.”

“Thanks for meeting us, you guys,” Kieran said, hugging Cassidy. “The way you smile at one another, you two are an inspiration to married couples everywhere,” she complimented them. “Or an institution, I’m not sure which,” she chuckled. In Cassidy’s ear she said “You smell like sex, Sundance. Don’t hug Dad.” 

“Thanks for coming, both of you. And Dad, thanks for keeping Chance for us. Could you excuse me? I need to use the head,” Cassidy said, practically running for the ladies room. 

Gerry excused himself as well. “Me too. Be right back.”

Cameron looked at Kieran who was grinning knowingly. “Well, if you’re not pregnant, it’s not for lack of effort on Cassidy’s part. Having a good vacation, Cam?” she asked with a seedy waggle of her eyebrows. “You should’ve told Sundance to wash her face,” she needled her sister-in-law. 

Cameron nearly spewed water across the table, choking into her napkin, coughing until her face was beet red.

“Sweetie,” Kieran patted her back, “I was just busting your chops. I’m glad you keep her happy, Cam. Hey, I’ve got three wives, I get it,” she promised. “You really are an inspiration,” she assured her.

“You are an asshole, Kieran Wildman,” Cameron laughed, smacking Kieran’s thigh under the table. “You’re lucky you got me pregnant, or I’d give you a piece of my mind,” she threatened, still blushing and coughing.

“Is it still good after thirty odd years?” she asked, all seriousness now. 

Cameron blushed even redder, but nodded. “Yes. Your sister is quite inventive. She never lets it get boring. But then, I’m sure she tells you everything, she always did,” she groused, shaking her head. 

“She tells me she’s completely whipped, if that’s what you mean,” Kieran said softly. “Cam, she loves you like crazy. The way she looks at you makes my heart skip,” she confided. “I wish any one of my wives looked at me like that.” She sipped her water. “Getting Cassidy back was more than I ever hoped for, and much more than I deserved, but getting you in the bargain, well, that’s been the sweetest deal, ever. My whole family loves you, Cameron. Especially me. You and Cass have been so great through all this turmoil with Jenny and Emily, and I can never thank you enough for the way you pitch in to help, and the way you take Cami all the time, and the way you love my kids.” 

Cameron took her hand beneath the table, squeezing her fingers. “Kieran, I would love you, no matter what, just because my wife does. But you make it so easy, and I love being part of your family. I love your wives, and I love your kids, and I love my daughter more than my life. And I never forget for a second that you made her possible. I would do anything in this world for you, and other than Cassidy, I can’t say that about anyone else.” 

Kieran got choked up, and she leaned over to kiss Cameron’s cheek to hide her emotion. “I used to worry that you’d be sorry for agreeing to stay here,” she admitted, wiping impatiently at the tears that spilled over her eyelids as Cameron hugged her. “Have you ever regretted it, Cam?”

Cameron stroked Kieran’s hair gently. “Not for a second. I swear it. I’ve missed people from that other dimension, on occasion, but I’ve never once wished we had gone back. Cassidy is healthy, and we have Chance, and your Dad, and this enormous, whacky family. And Cass is deliriously happy, in case you haven’t noticed.” 

Gerry and Cassidy rejoined them, smiling. “What’d we miss?” Gerry asked, noticing Kieran was misty eyed. 

“Oh, just sister stuff,” Kieran replied noncommittally. “I’m starving. This cranberry chicken salad looks good,” she decided, closing her menu. She spent the next ten minutes just memorizing Cassidy for the fiftieth time in a year, realizing that if not for that awful accident at the wormhole, she would never have gotten her back. 

Cassidy caught her staring. “What’s that look for Kelsey?” she asked, oblivious to the emotion working in Kieran’s face. 

Kieran considered making some glib remark, but for once, she answered honestly. “I was just thinking about how much I love you, kiddo,” she admitted. “And how much better my life is with you in it.” 

Gerry cleared his throat, nodding. “Mine, too. We wanted to talk to you girls about that, in fact,” he said. “Cassidy Thompson—I mean my first Cassidy—was a driven kind of person, and she always planned ahead for everything. When Violet died, I was going through her things, and I found an old bank record that was Cassidy’s. She had been saving money since she was a little girl, so when she graduated college she could build a house on our property. It turns out, that account is still there, and it’s been collecting interest ever since she died. She would have wanted it to go to the preserve, I’m sure of that, but Kieran and Emily endowed the preserve with trust funds that will keep it going in perpetuity,” he said, smiling at his daughter. “I have everything I need, and Gretchen and I are comfortable. So Kieran and I have been talking and we want you two to have the fund, so that you can put down roots in this dimension. I think Cassidy would be pleased at the idea, personally.” He slid a slender padd across the table. “It’s all in there,” he said softly, hoping Cassidy wouldn’t protest.

Cassidy stared at the padd, afraid to touch it. “Dad—Gerry—we—we can’t take Cassidy’s money,” she stammered. “That’s incredibly thoughtful and generous of you, but you have Kieran, and her kids—your grandkids. They should be the ones to use this, not us,” she insisted. 

Gerry set his jaw, something Cassidy and Kieran rarely witnessed as children, but when he did, his mind was made up. “Cass—as far as I’m concerned you are my daughter. The fact that I didn’t bring you into the world, that’s a technicality, in my book—in my heart. I couldn’t love you more if you were my Cassidy, and that’s the God’s honest truth. You and Cameron have filled this empty place in me that nothing in this universe could ever touch after Cassidy died, and I only wish Violet were here to know you, too. You could have your lives back, if you wanted that—a house on the preserve, just like you had in your dimension. I’m more than ready to retire. You could take over the preserve and make it into something bigger and better than I ever did.”

Cassidy shook her head. “We lived that life once. I’m really happy to be a Starfleet officer. I worked hard for it, and I’m proud of it. As much as I love you, Gerry, and believe me, I do, as much as I ever loved my own dad, I couldn’t bear to be away from Kieran again. I hope you understand that. Living in that other dimension, without her, I—well, it explains a lot about why we’re here, doesn’t it?”

Cameron smiled warmly at Kieran. “She was inconsolable after you left. You’re not getting rid of us anytime soon.” 

“Cam,” Kieran urged her, “you’ve always said you wanted to have horses. Take this money, and build a home on our land in Indiana. We’ll put in stables and a tack house, and whatever you like, and you can ride anytime you want.”

“Why have horses here if I’m in the Beta Quadrant?” she asked, laughing. “You’re so sweet, but it’s awfully impractical.”

Kieran disagreed. “No, not really. In five years time, I’ll be at the Academy, running the show. Amanda and Owen have already set those wheels in motion, and I promised Naomi we could come back to Earth eventually and have a family. I never intended to Captain the Sato for more than ten years, tops, and it’s looking like Amanda wants to step down a lot sooner than ten years. We can all relocate then—Cass, I’ll make you my adjutant, or I’ll get you a job teaching at the Academy, or whatever suits you. Hell, I’ll let you lead the choir if you want to, Sundance. I don’t care. As long as I’m in my uniform, there’ll be a job for you where I am. And if this board of inquiry drums me out of Starfleet, then I’ll retire to the Indiana house myself the second Naomi and Robbie are willing to leave a starship, and wait for you to finish your career, Cass.”

Cassidy’s eyes darkened to emerald green. “If Starfleet drums you out, I’ll resign in protest on the spot,” she asserted. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Kieran.”

“Thanks for your support, but I’m not so sure Starfleet Command will agree with you. Either way, though, If you guys build now the house will be there for you when we all come home. And then we can buy horses and the kids can all learn to ride. Geejay wants a pony so bad, she can taste it. I’d love to get her one, just to see the look on her adorable little face.” 

Cameron glanced at Cassidy, sorely tempted. “What do you think, honey?” she asked her wife.

Cassidy sighed. “You love the idea, don’t you? I can tell,” she accused her wife, laughing. “Everything we’ve done since we came to this dimension has been for me, Cam. All of it. I think it’s time I gave you what you want.” 

Cameron shook her head. “I’ve had everything I wanted, Cassidy. I married you. And God knows why, but you kept me around all these years,” she added half-seriously. 

“Gerry, you’re sure about this?” Cassidy asked, reluctant to trust the gesture. 

“We both are, Cassidy. Aren’t we, Starfish?” he asked Kieran. 

“Absolutely,” Kieran confirmed. 

“Cam, are you sure?” she asked her wife.

“How can we refuse? Look at the two of them,” she laughed. “Gerry,” she began.

“It’s Dad to you—both of you,” he corrected her.

Cameron touched his arm. “Dad, thank you. It’s an amazing gift,” she said warmly, kissing his cheek. 

After lunch, they went for a ride into the foothills of the Catalina Mountains, around the base of Mount Lemon. Gerry hung back and Cameron stayed close to him, since he was the least experienced rider, and Cameron had been a competitive equestrian endurance rider in high school. She had never wanted to do Dressage, which reminded her too much of gymnastics,  but she loved the longer races, and had actually been nationally ranked at one time, though she never broke into the top twenty-five of her sport. Still, she won plenty of statewide competitions, and she had helped put herself through her undergraduate work by teaching riding lessons. The income had supplemented her volleyball scholarship nicely, and she managed to graduate without any debt.

Gerry was outlining for Cameron how he could oversee the construction of the house in Indiana while they were off exploring the Beta Quadrant, saying that Michael Sheets really had the manatee preserve under control, and Gerry spent a lot of his time with Gretchen in Indiana anyway. They talked about which contractors to use, and that Gretchen would help find the best, most trustworthy ones. He also confided a secret to Cameron, that Gretchen and he were going to make improvements to the guest house at Gretchen’s farm, so Kathryn, Seven and their girls could live there comfortably once they left Starfleet. Kathryn’s family had grown so much, the guest house was barely large enough for them all, and Gretchen wanted the family as close as possible. 

Kieran and Cassidy were a good distance ahead of the other two riders, which was Kieran’s intention. Cassidy had told her about the Lazy M being up for sale, and the sad cowpoke they had met earlier that morning lamenting the loss of his horse, Pistol Blue. 

When they were well out of earshot, Kieran leaned closer to her sister. “Did you give Cameron her gift yet?”

Cassidy blushed. “Not yet. I’m going to do it at dinner. You know, make it romantic,” she said softly. “Thanks again for helping me find just the right one, Kels.”

“No problem. Listen, Cass, there’s something I want to talk to you about privately. Is there anyway you can get some time?” Kieran asked hopefully.

Cassidy grinned. “Sure. Cameron is having a mud facial and kelp body wrap tomorrow after our long trail ride. Want to talk then?”

“You’re not going to the spa with her?” Kieran needled her sister, knowing Cassidy wouldn’t be caught dead in such a frou-frou setting. “I’ll comm you before I beam down, okay?”

“Yeah,” Cassidy agreed. “Now can you get Dad out of here so I can have some time with my wife, already?” she teased.

“No problem, kiddo,” Kieran promised. “As soon as we can get these horses home.” 

___________________

Kieran Wildman materialized in the Bloomington, Indiana transporter station beside her father after their luncheon with Cassidy and Cameron Thompson. She was surprised to find Seven of Nine and Geejay Janeway there.

“Hey, your Borgness,” she called out to Seven, and stooped down to hug Geejay. “Hey Sport. Shouldn’t you be goofing off?” she asked Geejay, whose cerulean eyes glowed at her.

“No, Sir, Captain,” she replied formally. “Borg-Mom is home schooling me today.”

Kieran grinned at Seven, who was hugging Gerry Thompson. “Gretchen has a list of chores for you a mile long back at the farm,” Seven warned him. “Better run while you still can.” 

Gerry scowled. “That woman,” he bitched good-naturedly. “Doesn’t she know it’s Sunday? For a traditionalist, she sure doesn’t obey the keeping the Sabbath holy idea.”

“She intends to ply you with fresh-baked blackberry pie,” Seven added, laughing at the immediate capitulation in his body language. “I see she knows your weakness.”

Kieran grinned again. “Yeah, I get my pie obsession genetically from Dad,” she admitted. “Where are you going for your home schooling project?”

Geejay smiled up at her. “The Sudbury Neutrino Monitoring Station in Canada,” she replied, excited at the prospect. “It’s a museum, now.” 

Kieran nodded. “Isn’t it almost 7,000 feet beneath the Earth’s surface?” she asked, recalling the history of the place only vaguely.

Geejay nodded eagerly. “There’s a turbo lift that drops you straight down, like an amusement park ride.”

“And therein,” Seven intoned sardonically, “lies the attraction, I suspect.” 

“Why don’t you come with us?” Geejay asked Kieran hopefully.

Gerry winked at Kieran. “You go ahead, Starfish. I have my work cut out for me at the farm,” he sighed. 

“I could help you, Dad,” Kieran supplied. “I don’t want you overdoing it,” she said with an edge of protectiveness. 

“Are you kidding me?” Gerry laughed. “Kit’s there. I’ll end up delegating half of it to her, at least,” he promised. “And Kathryn will pitch in, too.”

Kieran considered. “Well, okay, but make Kit do all the heavy stuff, Dad. I mean it.”

“You mean you’ll come?” Geejay practically clapped her hands.

“Do you mind the company, Seven?” she asked the young Borg. 

Seven rolled her eyes. “Oh, yes terribly,” she replied. “As if I’d disappoint my daughter,” she laughed at her captain. “But do try to keep in mind this is an educational project, and not a lark, Kieran,” she said imperiously. “Not everyone ‘goofs off’ on the weekend.”

Kieran was immediately contrite. “Yes, Ma’am. I’ll be good,” she vowed. “Come on, Sport,” she said mischievously. “Race you to the transporter line.”

Seven looked at Gerry. “Tell Kathryn I’ll be home later, no doubt enormously exhausted.”

“Kind of like having two kids, isn’t it?” Gerry teased, watching his eldest daughter dashing through the station giggling like an adolescent.

“Exactly like that,” Seven agreed. “But then, Kieran raised me, once, so I suppose I owe her the courtesy of the same indulgence,” she opined, chuckling. “Do me a favor?” she asked her mother-in-law’s boyfriend.

“Name it,” he agreed amiably, running his hand over his chestnut and grey hair. 

“Keep an eye on Emily today. She has to go back to court tomorrow, and she’s acting pretty strangely. I tried to convince her to go on this field trip, but she refused.”

Gerry nodded. “Consider it done. If she’s moping, I’ll force her and Kit to Florida and take them sailing.” He glanced down the long floor of the station. “You’re going to get left behind if you don’t hurry,” he pointed out, inclining his head to where Kieran and Geejay had filed into the line. 

“Should I run?” she teased. “Totally undignified,” she decided, waving at Gerry and sprinting down the corridor. 

___________________

Katie Torres practically skipped through the bowels of the Sato, celebrating her newly ungrounded status. Ja’Kir was waiting for her, she knew, in a Jeffries tube near the engine room. She had incorrectly surmised that with the ship at station-keeping, other than an occasional run to the Mars Planetia shipyards, no one on the engineering crew would be around. She unsealed the hatch and crawled inside the semi-darkness, spotting Ja’Kir midway down the access tube. She found him delightfully handsome in his warrior attire, which he always wore now that he had gone through the first rite of ascension. The only time he could be persuaded to remove the armor and the greaves were when he was exercising, bathing, or courting Katie. 

“Mother sent provisions with me,” he informed his young girlfriend. “I hope you’re in the mood for gagh,” he added, standing up to ease Katie down on the blanket spread over the floor grating. 

Katie smiled, kissing him hello. “I nearly didn’t get to come. My mom wanted to send me on some dumb trip to a museum with Geejay and Seven,” she reported. “I threw a fit, though,” she added proudly. 

Ja’Kir’s eyes darkened. “Geejay is getting to be a thorn in my side,” he scowled. “Your parents pair you two together as though you were betrothed,” he complained. 

Katie touched his face consolingly. “Don’t get upset, Ja’Kir. She’s my oldest friend. I love her dearly. But you know it’s not the same having a girlfriend as it is having a boyfriend,” she assured him, brown eyes persuasive and her tone equally so. She opened the basket of food and served him, which he was obviously waiting for her to do. For all of P’Arth’s progressive views on women, her son managed to cling to the traditional view of gender roles in Klingon society. “How are things with your mother?” she asked to change the subject.

“As always,” he scoffed. “She bows and scrapes and tries to get into the good graces of these deplorable humans,” he replied. “If the council could see her, they would be nauseated by it.”

“She is a diplomat,” Katie put in, serving a small cup of bloodwine to the young warrior. 

“VeQ, what a lot of bak’tag,” he opined. “The Federation will have to deal with her either way, now that she is an ambassador. I don’t see the reasoning behind her trying to be so succoring to everyone. It doesn’t matter, though. Soon enough, I will be taking over my father’s land, his assets and his servants. Only a few more years. I will be wealthy and powerful, the head of the house of Ve’chuk. And you will be my queen, Katie Torres,” he added, leaning close to kiss her. 

Katie didn’t understand why or how, but when Ja’Kir said things like that to her, it made her melt inwardly. He was commanding and arrogant, as a Klingon warrior should be. Geejay was sweet, but naïve, and Katie was increasingly put off by Geejay’s innocent way of looking at the world. Ja’Kir had awakened things in Katie’s psyche and in her body, things Geejay wasn’t interested in learning about. 

In fact, the way that Geejay had looked at Katie, with such obvious disappointment when she asked “You let him touch you—in your private places?” had haunted Katie ever since. Geejay was dismayed, and it made Katie somehow feel guilty. But when Ja’Kir kissed her this way, when he pressed her down onto the blanket and moved suggestively against her, she never felt guilt. The anxiety and hesitation that had once tempered her response to him had also given way, and she was eager for his touch now. It was almost all she ever thought about, his fingers stroking between her legs, and the quavering excitement the sensation caused. Unlike Geejay, who had panicked when Katie touched her there, Katie trembled from the intensity, but it never made her want to stop or run away. It was all she could do not to pull her pants down herself, to give his fingers access, but she sensed he would not approve. He liked to be the one to set the pace, and she wanted him to believe she needed to be coaxed. It fed his ego, she knew, thinking that he had persuaded her to give him what he wanted. 

Katie knew there was much more that he wanted, and that eventually, she would be unable to deny him anything, if their relationship continued as it was. She was afraid to venture further, and for now he seemed content to fondle her this way, stroking through her panties until she shuddered with pleasure. Only then would he slip his hand beneath the fabric and rub the swollen nodule there, making her sigh and bite at his lips. 

Ja’Kir ached for her, but he knew these matters needed time and patience. He knew he needed to teach her more, to create an appetite in her, so that she would want him badly enough to be willing to please him, as well. 

The couple was so wrapped up in each other, neither heard the hatch of the Jeffries tube until it was flung open. The ensign that had crawled inside nearly had a stroke when he realized what he’d stumbled upon. Even in the dim lighting, he could see that Ja’Kir had his hand inside Katie’s panties. And then his heart sank. B'Elanna Lessing was his department head. And Katie was the captain’s daughter. He told the youngsters they would have to leave, he had work to do. And then he stewed the rest of the day over whether or not he should say something. 

___________________

Cameron Thompson rested her head against the edge of the hot tub, groaning appreciatively. “I had forgotten how sore real horses make your posterior,” she noted, letting the jets in the tub massage her aching muscles. 

“Are you sure you’re sore from riding the horse, or is it from riding me?” Cassidy bragged, grinning. 

Cameron scooted across the steaming water into Cassidy’s lap, her slick skin sliding over Cassidy’s. “Both, I imagine,” she allowed. “God, it was good,” she recalled, kissing Cassidy softly. 

“Me or the horseback ride?” Cassidy asked playfully. 

Cameron bit her earlobe to silence her. “You,” she whispered, her tantalizing breath skating over Cassidy’s ear and neck. 

Cassidy shivered, loving the feeling of Cameron’s body against her own. “Aren’t you sick of me after all these years?” she asked, stroking Cameron’s breasts with her fingertips, letting the water drip onto Cameron’s flesh.

“Apparently not,” Cameron replied as the flesh stiffened. “Kieran asked me that today.” 

Cassidy’s eyebrows shot up. “If you’re sick of me? Why, does she want you to join the harem, too? Greedy bitch,” she griped. 

“No, dufus, she asked if it’s still good after thirty-odd years.” Cameron ducked down beneath the water line, trying to warm herself. The air evaporated the water on her shoulders fairly quickly, and it caused her to get a chill unless she submerged herself periodically. 

“And you said?” Cassidy pressed her for details.

“I said you still eat pussy like a demon,” she deadpanned. 

“LIAR!” Cassidy barked, laughing uproariously, turning eight shades of red. “You would never use that word!” she howled. 

“Yeah, you’re right. You would, but I wouldn’t,” she teased her wife. “But it’s true, in fact--you do still eat pussy like a demon.” 

Cassidy hugged her tightly, chuckling. “So do you, Cam,” she complimented her wife. “But I wouldn’t share that with Kelsey.”

“Now who’s the liar?” Cameron demanded, biting her shoulder roughly. “You tell her every sordid detail, I’m sure. Didn’t you tell her you’re pussy whipped?” she asked, a devious smile on her face.

Cassidy blushed. “Yes.” 

“CASSIDY!” she squealed. “You didn’t!”

Cassidy grinned sheepishly. “Um—yeah, I did. It’s true, Cam. You could drop a dozen naked women in my bed and if you weren’t one of them, I’d go look for you.”

“What if one of the dozen were Seven of Nine?” she needled her wife, a smug expression on her face. 

“Oooooh, tempting,” Cassidy admitted. “But no thanks. Can you say the same about Robbie?” she teased.

Cameron pretended to consider. “Blue eyes, pouty lips, a body that won’t quit—that’s a tough one, Cass,” she taunted her. “And Naomi says Robbie is absolutely killer in the sheets,” she added, fanning herself. 

“So I’ve heard,” Cassidy agreed. “Literally.” 

Cameron’s smile faded. “What do you mean?” she asked, fingers digging into Cassidy’s shoulders. “Have you been holding out on me?” 

Cassidy grinned with mischief, chuckling. “I was at Kieran’s one afternoon, and Kelsey and I were talking in her bedroom. Her room shares a wall with Robbie’s. Next thing we know, Naomi is gasping and hollering Robbie’s name, and saying ‘Robbie, fuck me, like that, baby,’ so loud the walls shook. Kelsey damn near had a stroke because I heard them,” she recalled, not laughing and suddenly sober. “Cam, what the hell do you think they were doing?”

Cameron smirked. “Having sex, obviously,” she retorted. 

“Well, duh, yeah,” Cassidy shot back. “I meant what were they doing sexually to each other?”

Cameron moved over to the bench opposite her wife, the water rippling around her as she moved. “You’d be shocked if I told you, honey.”

Cassidy swallowed hard. “I would? Am I a prude?”

“God, no,” Cameron promised. “Not at all.”

“Then why would I be shocked?” she pressed for an answer. “Cam, she sounded like she was half rabid. You and I get pretty rowdy, sometimes, but damn, not like that,” she lamented. “Is it supposed to be like that?” she wondered. She swam over to her wife. “Am I doing something wrong?”

“Of course not,” Cameron insisted. “Cassidy, you’re a wonderful lover. I’m totally satisfied with our sex life, or I would tell you.” She could see that Cassidy was troubled, despite her reassurances. “Do you really want to know what they were doing?”

Cassidy nodded mutely. 

“They were having intercourse,” Cameron explained. “Robbie told me they do that to each other.” 

Cassidy looked perplexed. “How—that doesn’t make sense, Cam.” 

Cameron sighed. “Okay, you’re in for a doozy, honey. Come on,” she ordered her, stepping out of the hot tub and drying off. Cassidy obediently followed, puzzling over the concept. 

Cameron wrapped herself in a thick towel and seated herself at the in-room workstation, punching the activation key. “Look at these,” Cameron said resolutely, typing in the search term “sexual enrichment device”.

Cassidy slumped into the chair beside Cameron’s, jaw going slack as her own towel fell open. “They—use these things?” she sounded flabbergasted. 

“Kieran never mentioned it?” Cameron asked gently. 

“God—Kelsey, too?” she asked, disbelieving. “Cam, why would they want to do that?” she asked, sounding purely horrified.

Cameron spun away from the viewscreen, and lifted Cassidy’s chin tenderly, meeting her eyes and sliding into her lap. “Because it feels good?” she asked. “Honey, think about it, before you get flipped out,” she urged her. “When we make love, and we penetrate each other with our fingers, and find that spot inside each other, it feels amazing,” she explained. “With these devices, Robbie says it’s much easier to stimulate that spot.” 

“You’ve discussed it with her at length?” Cassidy asked, stunned. “Really?” Cassidy’s limited experiences with sex were all with Cameron, and although she and Kieran Kahn had several frank discussions about sex, Kieran’s marriage to Lenara was never one with a lot of sexual spice to it. Cassidy’s impressions of sexuality were, by all accounts, tame, compared to Kieran Wildman’s. The fact that Kieran Wildman indulged in such things did a lot toward making it seem normal in Cassidy’s mind, though the concept registered very slowly for the younger Thompson.

“Really,” Cameron agreed, nodding. “Robbie says it makes Naomi crazy. In a good way.” She could see the wheels turning in Cassidy’s head, and a sudden realization dawning on her.

“I have trouble reaching that spot in you, sometimes,” she said reluctantly. “It’s a lot deeper inside you than I can penetrate you, unless we’re in a certain position,” she murmured, mesmerized at the revelation. “Do you think you’d like that?” she asked, inclining her head toward the display of the SEDs.

Cameron gave her a wicked grin. “I won’t know until we try it,” she answered, watching Cassidy’s reaction closely. She noted that Cassidy’s face flushed and her pupils dilated slightly. “Is it something you want to experiment with?”

Cassidy wrestled with herself internally. “You wouldn’t think I was a pervert?” she asked quietly, uncertainly. 

Cameron smirked. “Honey, I already think that. Believe me, that reputation was solidified long, long ago,” she teased her. She kissed Cassidy sweetly, lingering over her lips. “I love you, Cass, and I have always felt that whatever two people share sexually is fine, as long as it’s coming from a place of mutual respect, love and honesty. I’ve never felt unsafe or objectified with you. And I’ve always known in every molecule of my being that you love me.”

Cassidy kissed her back, aroused at the thought of making love to her wife a new and different way. “You know there’s nothing more important to me than making you happy,” she vowed. “And I never want you to be deprived of anything, not emotionally, not sexually. If I haven’t been satisfying you—”

Cameron cut her off. “It’s not about that, baby, so don’t even go there. Who knows—we might not even like it. I just know Robbie loves it, and apparently so do Naomi and Kieran.” 

Cassidy snickered. “I cannot picture Kieran doing that. Not in a bazillion years,” she opined. 

“Keep in mind, this is Kieran Wildman, not Kieran Kahn,” Cameron reminded her. “Night and day.” 

“Our dinner reservation isn’t for two more hours,” she advised her wife. “Are you feeling adventurous?” she asked, kissing Cameron slowly, teasing with her tongue. 

Cameron felt a tingle in her nether region just imagining it, and she was suddenly kissing Cassidy forcefully, groaning into her mouth. 

“Which one?” Cassidy asked, breathing heavily at Cameron’s aggression. 

Cameron smiled, pointing to the screen. “Robbie says this one is really fun,” she admitted, hoping Cassidy wouldn’t think she’d been set up. 

“Did you take hers for a test drive, while you were at it?” she quipped, hugging Cameron closer. 

“Do you think I’m awful?” Cameron asked, worried. 

Cassidy sent the purchase code to the replicator in their room, smiling tenderly at her wife. “Of course not. I think you’re creative and exciting and I think I’m very, very lucky to have you,” she promised. “Besides, it’s a good thing one of us is worldly, because you taught me everything I know. I imagine it’s left you at a disadvantage, my lack of experimenting before we got married,” she admitted regretfully. “Is that part of the reason you didn’t want to be my first lover—because you knew we’d end up permanently together and I was so inexperienced?” she asked.

Cameron kissed her forehead gently, reassuringly. “Baby, that wasn’t it at all. I didn’t want to be your first lover because I was afraid you’d get bored with me. I was afraid you’d leave me to look for something better, to sow your wild oats, as the saying goes,” she confessed. “I couldn’t figure out why you would want me, truth be told,” she added, reflecting back all those years ago. “You could have had anyone you wanted—from the volleyball team, from COVR, from the mangrove relocation project. You’ve always been deluded, thinking everyone wanted to seduce me, when all along, it was you they wanted. There were so many people who would have jumped at the chance over the years.”

Cassidy laughed. “You’re so full of crap, honey,” she accused. “Who, besides Grace Banks?” she retorted, disbelieving.

“Wade Frobisher, Sharon Farthing, Leanne Paulson, Jason Lewis—hell, even Robin Lefler, in that other dimension. She used to ogle you all the time,” Cameron related. “But Wade especially. Doctor and Mrs. Frobisher were heartbroken when you married me, because I’m sure they thought Wade would ask you the second he was done with school. He was a pretty impressive guy,” she admitted. 

Cassidy considered momentarily, remembering the young man with the studious looking glasses, and the body that made him the envy of all the girls at college. “I guess I never noticed if Wade felt that way. By the time we were old enough to do anything about it, I was too busy trying to figure out how to tell you I was in love with you,” she said absently. “I did like Wade, and his work on coral parasites was brilliant, but he’d been a family friend so long, I never considered him an option. He was too much like a brother, you know?” she asked. “I wonder if he’s alive in this dimension?”

Cameron smiled. “Ask Gerry. I bet he and Violet were friends with the Frobishers here, just like your mother and dad were. Hey, maybe it’s not too late for you to make a play for Wade,” she teased.  

Cassidy scowled at her. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily,” she sniffed haughtily. “Let’s go see what we bought.”

The device had materialized on the replicator tray, and the two women went to the replicator, staring at it, neither touching it. Cameron finally overcame their mutual inertia, delicately lifting the phallus from its resting place. “My God,” she said, her lips forming an “oh”, “it feels real, Cass.” 

Cassidy reached out one finger and stroked it. “It does? I wouldn’t know,” she admitted.

Cameron grinned, a predatory smile on her face. “Come on,” she insisted, tugging Cassidy over to the bed. She dropped her towel on the floor and took Cassidy’s away. “Lie on your back,” she commanded her wife, easing her down to the mattress. She held the phallus against Cassidy’s mons, and the straps snaked out, wrapping around her thighs. “Lift your hips so it can adjust itself,” she instructed, watching Cassidy’s expression. “Now hold still,” she continued, reaching for the sensor. She pushed the bullet shaped device into Cassidy’s opening, and chuckled as Cassidy shuddered with immediate desire. “Does it feel good?”

Cassidy nodded, unable to speak, body trembling as Cameron gripped the shaft. Her eyes closed involuntarily as Cameron began to stroke the length of the device in one hand, leaning over Cassidy’s body, but allowing Cassidy to see what Cameron was doing. “Does it look as good as it feels?” she asked in a throaty voice. Cassidy could only whimper, eyes fixated on the sight of Cameron jerking her off. When Cameron moved her face to Cassidy’s hips, Cassidy gasped, then groaned as Cameron took the phallus into her mouth. Cassidy could feel warmth and wetness, and a subtle suction around the head, and she nearly fainted when Cameron took several inches into her mouth and throat. 

“Jesus, Cam,” she grunted, hips lifting off the bed to penetrate Cameron’s mouth. 

Cameron pleasured her that way for long moments, then gave her a knowing smile, gripped the phallus tightly in her fist, and moved over the head, rubbing it against her own opening, coating it with fluid. She eased down onto her wife, taking the full length inside herself. Cassidy’s eyes burned and blurred as she watched Cameron’s juices oozing down the shaft as she rode the extended device.

Cassidy held Cameron’s hips in her hands, both women grinding and panting as they thrust,  Cassidy’s body suffused with heat and a growing sense of urgency. Cameron was teasing her, keeping the rhythm slow and sensual, when the sounds coming from Cassidy’s chest clearly indicated Cassidy’s heightening need to control the motion. Cameron kissed her open-mouthed, gasping at the full sensation between her legs. “Would you like to be on top now?” she taunted her wife, grinning at her. 

“Yes,” Cassidy agreed, trembling at the thought. 

Cameron eased off of Cassidy, moving beside her and lying back against the mound of pillows. She held out her arms to her wife, beckoning. 

Cassidy crept between Cameron’s thighs, pressing against her wife’s opening once more, body taut and brain overcome at the feeling of re-entering Cameron’s walls. Cassidy’s penetration was shallow, at first, teasing. She kissed Cameron deeply, rocking her hips in a circle so that the phallus moved inside Cameron’s walls in a tantalizing way. Cameron responded by groaning softly, and reached for Cassidy’s hips to draw her in deeper. Cassidy lengthened her stroke to accommodate the unspoken desire, feeling the immediate pulling in her groin, the throbbing in her own clit, which somehow felt seven inches long and as though it were deep inside Cameron. Cassidy’s ass rocked between Cameron’s legs, and Cameron was grunting on every down stroke as Cassidy’s weight pressed the air from Cameron’s lungs. 

Cassidy breathed deeply, centering herself mentally, holding her own passion in abeyance as she made love to her wife. As tempting as it was to abandon control, Cassidy wanted to take Cameron to the edge much more than she wanted to reach it herself, and she kept the rhythm of her hips calculated to excite Cameron. Her motion was methodical, quick enough to stimulate but slow enough to avoid her own orgasm. She shifted her body slightly, and Cameron cried out at the changing angle of penetration, “Right there, Cass, oh, fuck, don’t stop,” she babbled incoherently, feeling the sweetness burning inside her. Cassidy nearly exploded, Cameron was so unhinged by her lovemaking; Cameron was not ordinarily given to talking dirty when they made love, and Cassidy knew she had unleashed something primitive in her wife.

Cassidy thrust more certainly, then, each penetration increasing the tension in her body. Cameron was in a state of utter abandon, clutching at Cassidy’s ass and back, lifting her hips so that their bodies slapped together at the apex of every stroke. Cassidy felt the edge approaching, felt her body begin to yearn for that depth and fire, and she tried to refocus on Cameron’s body. 

Cameron’s chest had flushed bright pink, and her lips were a deep rose color as the climax began to build inside her. “Cass,” she whimpered, “it’s so good, baby, take me harder.”

Cassidy pushed harder, hips now thundering between Cameron’s thighs, and she felt her control slipping. “Cam, oh, God, I’m losing it,” she gasped. “Come to me, honey, come to me now,” she pleaded, trying to prolong the inevitable. She heard Cameron cry out, felt legs twining around her hips, and blood rushing in her ears as Cameron’s body seized beneath her. Cassidy bit her lip, concentrating once more on her motion, on her speed, on the depth of the stroke, needing only a few seconds more to push Cameron over the edge. A low, sweet sound rang in the air around them and Cameron thrashed beneath her, convulsing in ecstasy. Cassidy could feel Cameron’s walls clutching at her member, wringing the base of it. Cassidy gratefully surrendered her control, then, coming long and hard into her wife, hips losing all rhythm as she climaxed violently. 

They collapsed together, trying to catch their breath, too overwhelmed to even laugh at themselves. When Cassidy’s vision was focused again, she gathered Cameron into her arms, and snuggled against her shoulder. “No wonder the Wildwomen are fans,” she admitted, smirking. “Was it okay, Cam?”

Cameron lifted Cassidy’s chin, kissing her reverently, cherishing their openness and their ability to experiment. “It was amazing, baby,” she whispered. “I love you so much, Cass.”

Cassidy kissed her hair, her forehead, her cheeks. “I love you more, honey. So,” she sighed contentedly, “what else has Robin told you we should try out?”

________________

The dining room was a small and casual affair, but Cassidy loved to romance Cameron, and Cameron loved a formal night out, so they dressed to the nines, despite the rustic atmosphere. Cassidy knew that Cameron especially loved to get Cassidy into her best clothes to show her off. Cassidy, though she was not a dandy, was more than happy to indulge Cameron once or twice a year, or on the odd occasion aboard the ship, such as the Captain’s ball. 

They ordered the best wine on the menu, which was limited to four selections, and grinned at one another in amusement. The two women were never bored with one another’s company, especially since they had so little time alone together, now that Cassidy was an officer and Chance was taking so much of Cameron’s energy. The business of their lives had added an appreciation of their relationship, because it was so rare to have the opportunity to make love whenever they pleased, or to cuddle for hours as they had when they were running the preserve. 

They discussed that very thing, and although they missed the freedom that being self-employed permitted, they loved their life aboard Sato, and it took little to dispose of the notion that they could take Gerry up on his offer to run the preserve for him. Cassidy reiterated that she was simply unwilling to be without Kieran again, after spending over a decade apart from her sister in their former dimension. 

That settled, they turned their attention to more intimate topics, most notably, the afternoon they had shared, which both women agreed was a worthwhile dimension to add to their romantic life. Dinner, though less than elegant, was good quality food: spit roasted chicken, garlic mashed potatoes, fresh salad, a variety of vegetables, jalapeño corn bread, and black bean soup. The resort was known for its dessert, which boasted a much broader variety than the rest of the menu. Cassidy selected bananas foster and Cameron chose a crème brulee with raspberry sauce. When the waiter deposited the silver domed dessert plate in front of Cameron, she was too busy watching the flaming dessert he brought to Cassidy to notice it. When the flames were extinguished, she turned her attention to her own serving. 

Instead of dessert, Cameron found a small box hidden beneath the silver lid. “What’s this?” she asked, reaching for the maroon box with the cream colored ribbon. 

“Open it,” Cassidy said quietly, watching Cameron’s face. 

Cameron obediently untied the ribbon and slipped the lid off. “Oh, honey, this is gorgeous,” she breathed, removing the ring inside. It was a diamond engagement ring, the kind Cassidy had not been able to afford when she and Cameron had become lovers. “What ever made you think to give me this?” she asked, turning the box to watch the cut stone catching the light. 

Cassidy reached for the ring with the gold band, slipping it on her wife’s finger and admiring the sparkling gem. “I saw you admiring Lenara’s ring that Robbie gave her,” Cassidy admitted. “You never once complained that I didn’t give you a proper engagement ring, so I assumed you didn’t want one. But I saw how you looked envious of Lenara’s, and Robbie told me later that even though you never said a word, you probably did want one, but didn’t want to say so. Cam, I’m sorry I’m so dense about these things. Kieran’s the smooth one in this family, and I’m just romantically impaired.”

Cameron set the tray aside and reached for her wife, kissing her soundly. “You are not romantically impaired. We couldn’t have begun to afford something this extravagant back then—hell, I’m not sure we can now, sweetheart,” she worried, hugging Cassidy close. 

“We can, I promise,” Cassidy assured her. “That last commendation I got came with a pretty nice bonus,” she explained.  

“You’re joking,” Cameron insisted, disbelieving. “Cass, you spent the whole thing on a ring for me?”

Cassidy’s eyes misted slightly. “I love you, honey. You’ve stuck by me through thick and thin, and your devotion has been absolute. There’s nothing I could give you that could thank you for all the times you made me laugh, or made my heart flutter, or let me cry in your arms. I thank God every day that you married me, and I wanted you to have the ring I should have given you that day at the Carysfort Shipwreck.” Cassidy touched Cameron’s face. “I know we usually discuss purchases this big before we do them, and I’m sorry I couldn’t with this. I hope you’re not upset with me.” 

Cameron held out her hand to admire the stone in her engagement ring. “How can I be upset? Look at the size of this rock,” she teased, tousling Cassidy’s hair. “But I want you to understand, I never felt slighted, honey. I swear it.”

Cassidy kissed her tenderly. “I know how much it hurt you that you had to sell the ring Susan gave you to pay for her funeral, Cam. You told me back before we were lovers that her ring was the most valuable thing you’d ever owned. And it broke my heart that you didn’t get to keep it.”

“That was so long ago,” she murmured, squeezing her wife’s hand in her own. “I never even think about her. In fact, I can’t recall what she looked like,” she admitted. “How terrible is that?”

“As long as the face you see when you close your eyes is mine, it’s not terrible at all,” Cassidy opined. 

_________________

“So, was it worth the trip, kiddo?” Kieran Wildman asked Geejay Janeway as they rode the turbolift from the museum to the surface 7000 feet above them.

Geejay grinned up at the tall captain. “Are you kidding? It was an awesome day.” She turned to Seven of Nine, slipping her hand in the Borg’s mesh-encased digits. “It was a great field trip, Borg Mom. Thanks.”

“You are most welcome,” Seven replied, smiling at her daughter. 

“I think we should go get ice cream, now,” Kieran suggested hopefully, guiding her companions out of the turbolift and toward the exits. 

Seven scowled at her. “It’s almost dinner time, and Geejay will spoil her appetite,” she objected. 

Geejay shook her head. “Nuh-uh, Mom, I’ll eat like a horse, I promise,” she put in. “Just a scoop?” she asked, trying to persuade without whining. 

Seven regarded her skeptically. “Well, all right, but only because you agreed to do a school project on a Sunday,” she acquiesced. “You’re a bad influence, Captain,” she accused her commanding officer. 

Kieran grinned innocently. “Ah, come on, Your Borgness, a little jamocha almond fudge never killed anyone,” she defended herself. “You’re just prejudiced because you don’t like sweets,” she accused playfully.

“On the contrary, I have developed a fondness for them, since my close association with you,” she shot back, pushing open the mechanical doors on their pivots.

“You mean she’s corrupted you, don’t you?” Geejay asked, grinning. She shivered in the cool Canadian air, surprised at the difference between Indiana and here.

“Indeed,” Seven replied stiffly, but her lips curled at the corners. “I actually find myself craving ice cream and pie on occasion, unfortunately.” Seven gathered Geejay close to her, letting her daughter absorb the warmth of her skin.

Kieran smiled ear to ear. “I knew you’d see it my way eventually. I mean, hey, I like Brussels sprouts as much as the next guy, but vegetables vs. chocolate pie? No contest,” she waved her hand dismissively. 

Geejay made a sour face. “Brussels sprouts suck,” she opined. “Can we go to the Sato and get ice cream at the Astro Freeze?” she asked hopefully as they paused on the sidewalk outside the museum.

Kieran shrugged. “Sure, if that’s where you want to go. I was sort of thinking we’d go to Bert Owens in Indianapolis. Their Blue Moon ice cream is pretty great,” she noted. “But hey, kiddo, as long as I get my sugar fix, I’m open minded.” 

“Stellar,” Geejay replied, using the slang of the day. “The transporter station is this way,” she instructed them, tugging Seven by the hand. 

Seven gave Kieran a sidelong glance. “You’re spoiling her, you know,” she pointed out. 

“Am not,” Kieran replied. “Besides, you thought I did pretty good with Erin, as I recall,” she defended herself. 

Geejay had run ahead and was out of earshot. Seven smirked. “I was sleeping with you at the time. I was hardly objective,” she chided the taller captain. 

“So if I sleep with you again will you stop with the constant criticism?” Kieran teased. 

Seven flicked her eyebrows. “Yes, but Kathryn will kill you, I’m afraid.” She glanced ahead of them. “Geejay!” she called after her daughter. “Wait for us,” she insisted. 

“Come on, slowpokes,” Geejay called back to the older women. “You’re slower than radioactive decay,” she complained. 

Kieran chuckled softly. “It’s not good when your kid’s insults are so technical you have to really think about them,” she quipped. “Okay, Sport, let’s go,” she added, catching up with the younger Janeway. 

They wandered the Main Street of the Sato, making their way to the Astro Freeze. There was a holographic counter clerk on duty, since the staff was on Earth, and Kieran placed their orders. They sat down beneath the cheerful red and white umbrella over the closest table, attacking their treats in contented silence.

“Geejay!” a bright voice rang out. Maddy James came dashing across Main Street, her mother in tow. “Hey! What are you doing here?” she asked. 

Geejay smiled, wiping her mouth on a napkin. “Just having some ice cream. We went on a field trip today.”

“Hi Seven, hi Captain,” the little girl greeted the officers. “Where was your field trip to?” she asked.

“Hello Madison,” Kieran replied, scooting over beside Seven. “Sit with us. Hello, Neely. Can I get either of you anything?” she offered politely. 

Neely James hesitated. She wasn’t accustomed to being on a personal level with her commanding officer. “We don’t want to intrude,” she hedged, settling her blouse in a sudden fit of self-consciousness.

Kieran smiled. “You’re not. I just invited you. What would you like, Maddy?” she asked the blonde little girl, who looked mostly like her father.

“Hot fudge sundae,” Maddy replied, grinning. “Okay Mom?” she checked with her mother.

“Whatever you want,” Neely replied. “I’ll have a root beer float, please,” she decided, helping herself to a seat on the circular bench. 

Kieran excused herself and the adults listened intently as the two girls talked animatedly about Geejay’s Sunday project. “Are you doing anything for the holiday?” Geejay finally asked her young companion.

Maddy shrugged. “I’ve been trying to talk Mom and Dad into going to the beach, but Dad doesn’t like to swim. What are you going to do?” 

Geejay looked at Seven. “What are we doing, Borg-Mom?” she asked. 

Seven smiled. “If I tell you it will ruin the surprise,” she replied mysteriously. 

Kieran returned with the food. “Yeah, Sport, it’s a secret,” she chimed in. “Neely, can I talk to you a minute?” she asked.

Neely started, but nodded mutely and followed Kieran. Seven watched as the two women discussed taking Maddy along with the Janeway and Wildman crew for the holiday. They reached an agreement, and Seven’s superior Borg hearing caught most of the conversation. She had to laugh to herself. Neely had no idea that Kieran was just—well, Kieran, and not at all conscious of protocol unless they were on the ship in a formal capacity. Seven heard Neely say “She’ll love that. Thank you, Captain.”

Kieran and Neely rejoined their companions, smiling conspiratorially. Kieran leaned over and whispered in Geejay’s ear, and Geejay’s face lit up like the overhead lights over Main Street. “Really?” she said. 

Kieran nodded. “If she wants to,” she said. “Maddy, would you like to go with mine and the Janeway’s families tomorrow on a holiday outing?” she asked. 

Maddy nodded emphatically, smiling broadly. “Can I, Mom?” she asked.

Neely chuckled. “Yes. Your father and I will see you Tuesday, sweetie. Let’s go pack an overnight bag for you.”

“We’ll wait right here,” Kieran put in, waving them away. Seeing Seven’s curious look, she explained. “It’ll be easier than trying to force Katie to go. And Geejay will have someone to talk to her own age,” she said knowingly. “Geejay, would you go throw these things in the recycler for me?” she asked the girl.

“Sure,” Geejay replied, trotting off with the debris.

“What was that really all about?” Seven asked Kieran, not believing Kieran’s simpler explanation.

“Did you see how the two of them looked at each other?” Kieran nudged her friend. “Katie’s been treating Geejay like shit, Seven, and trying to get Geejay to do some pretty grown up things. I’d like to keep Geejay’s innocence intact as long as possible.”

Seven was taken aback. “Are you saying Katie is a bad influence?”

Kieran sighed. “Is that terrible to say about my own daughter? Damn it, Seven, I love her, but she scared hell out of Geejay pushing her into compromising situations,” she admitted.

“Sexual ones?” Seven pressed, hissing. 

“Geejay put her off,” Kieran assured the Borg. “But Katie is definitely leaning in that direction. And I’m afraid Geejay will do what Katie wants, strictly out of peer pressure and fear. Maddy is a sweet little girl, and she looks at Geejay the way Naomi used to look at me. I think having Maddy around will be a good thing,” she explained. “Shhh. Here she comes.” 

Seven couldn’t respond verbally, but she reached for Kieran’s hand under the table and laced their fingers together, squeezing gently in silent thanks. She wondered what else she didn’t know about her daughter’s private life. The thought made her queasy. 

_________________

Kit Wildman surfaced in the manatee holding pen, spat her rebreather out, and grabbed the pier. “Grandpa,” she said, out of breath, “I think you need a replacement denitration unit,” she speculated. “I’m not sure though. This is outside my area of expertise,” she admitted, heaving herself up on the wooden walkway. 

Gerry Thompson nodded. “I was afraid of that. If Cassidy were here I’d ask her to swap it out. I’ll do it,” he decided. 

Kit shook her head. “I can do it,” she argued. “I’m just not sure that’s the problem,” she reiterated. “I’d hate to go to all that trouble and be wrong.” She shook the excess water from her hair. “You should get Michael Sheets to test the system,” she suggested. 

Kieran Wildman came down the dock with Geejay Janeway and Maddy James beside her. “Hey, Daddy, I can check it for you,” she offered. “I promised the girls I’d introduce Maddy to Babar and Bessie. Dad,” she continued, “this is Madison James, Geejay’s friend,” she offered.

“Hi there,” Gerry stooped over to shake her hand. “You want to meet the manatees, huh?” he asked, grinning. 

Maddy nodded eagerly. “I do. Geejay talks about them all the time,” she replied. 

“Starfish, can you suit up and see what’s what with the filtration system? Kit thinks the denitration unit is spent,” he explained. “I’ll watch the girls,” he offered. 

“Sounds like a fair trade to me,” she agreed. “Kit, have you seen the kids?”

Kit shook her head. “No. They didn’t come up for me. But they may be lying low because the water isn’t quite right,” she opined. “They’ll come for you, Mom,” she added hopefully.

Kieran began calling to the behemoths, and sure enough, they surfaced momentarily. “Maddy,” she knelt beside the small girl, “that’s Babar,” she pointed. “And that’s Bessie. I’ll be right back,” she told her father.

“There’s an extra wetsuit in the pump house shed,” Gerry advised her. “Your size,” he added, grinning.

Kieran laughed. “I see you’ve been planning ahead,” she smarted, sauntering away. 

When Kieran returned, she congratulated herself on her own instincts. Geejay and Maddy were playing with the manatees, and Maddy, who was clearly enchanted by them, saved her most approving glances for Geejay. Kieran smiled inwardly, thinking how good it would be for Geejay to be adored by someone. She dove into the preserve, and confirmed what Kit had reported, returning to the surface to obtain the tools she needed to remove the unit. The manatees had submerged themselves again, investigating what she was doing. Kieran scratched them companionably, motioning them to go back to entertain the children. Babar obediently surfaced, but Bessie stayed close to Kieran. 

What’s wrong with her? Kieran wondered. She usually does whatever I ask her to do. 

Bessie nuzzled Kieran’s face, looking at her as if she wanted to tell her something important. Kieran touched the beast’s face, reassuring her that all was well. She slid her arms around Bessie’s neck, hugging her, and that seemed to satisfy the elderly creature. Kieran hoped that the denitration system’s sluggish performance hadn’t made poor Bessie ill. She worked faster, just in case. 


_______________

Kathryn Janeway snuggled into her wife in the light from the bonfire, eyes closing in peaceful repose. Naomi was teaching the children a sing along song, and Kieran was tuning her guitar to accompany them. Seven sang along with Naomi, hoping Geejay would join in. Geejay had inherited her Borg mother’s lovely voice, unlike poor Hannah, who had inherited Kathryn’s pitiful vocal ability. Maddy James sat close to Geejay, watching Naomi in rapt attention, learning the words. Kathryn loved these moments at her mother’s farmhouse, surrounded by the people she loved and serenaded by them. The crickets did their part, keeping time for the singers, and Gretchen Janeway clapped her hands to assist them. Gerry Thompson surprised everyone except Kieran, demonstrating his own melodic voice. Gretchen smiled at him, shaking her head, as if to say “What else don’t I know about you?”

Kathryn breathed the scents of the night: grass, mingled with apple blossoms, roses, and wood smoke. She wished Edward Janeway could be with them, even if only for a moment, to see his grandchildren. She wondered if Gretchen missed him, or if having Gerry Thompson in her life had filled that void completely. She hoped for both, and smiled at the contradiction. She forgot to wonder as the concert began, and Geejay’s voice rang out clear and pure. Kathryn had not realized her daughter could sing, but considering how much the girl looked like a clone of her Borg wife, Kathryn wasn’t surprised. Geejay had also been blessed with Seven’s intellect, and Kathryn knew that Geejay had a potent package of assets to unleash on the world. 

Maddy James seemed thoroughly awed by the company she found herself in. It wasn’t every day that a member of the Sato’s crew got to socialize with her captain, and throwing two legends from Voyager into the mix along with Trill’s most famous scientist made a lasting impression on the youngster. Despite the impressive complement around her, Maddy still never let her attention wander far from her companion. Maddy had heard a rumor that Geejay was about to be jumped ahead a grade at school, and as pleased as she was for her classmate, she was sad to know they would no longer see each other every school day. Geejay was the best student in their grade, and sitting near her, Maddy could ask Geejay for help from time to time. More than that, Maddy could steal looks at Geejay anytime she liked, and ever since Katie Torres had come back from her adventure aboard the Klingon ship, Katie didn’t care if Maddy stared at Geejay. 

Kathryn watched the two girls, remembering what Seven had said about Kieran’s observations. They grow up too fast, she groused silently. Geejay leaned closer to Maddy and whispered something to her. Maddy giggled happily, nodding. Whatever the girls were talking about, it was amusing them both. It made Kathryn grin too. She felt Seven’s lips pressed gently against the flesh of her temple, lingering there. Kathryn looked up at her, a quizzical expression on her face.

Seven kissed her then, hugging her closer. “Don’t look so surprised,” she scolded quietly. “I love you, Kathryn. I’m allowed to show it,” she reminded her wife. 

Kathryn’s laughter rumbled deep in her chest. “I guess I was just a million miles away,” she decided. 

“Shall I convince you to stay right here with me?” Seven teased, kissing her again. 

“Sounds promising,” Kathryn flirted, steely grey eyes twinkling in the firelight. “But what about the crew?” she asked, indicating the assembled family and friends.

“Kieran will take Geejay and Maddy back to her house if I ask,” Seven promised. “I have connections, you know,” she joked, smiling mischievously.

Kathryn smirked. “Yes, and you’re not too proud to exploit them,” she accused laughingly. “Go ask her. I’ll meet you upstairs,” she conspired. 

The women snuck off like two teenagers, but no one cared or really noticed. The sing along was in full swing, and Gretchen had gone back to the big house to get some wieners and marshmallows for roasting. Seven and Kathryn used the diversion to make off in the darkness. 

When the party broke up late, Robin and Lenara took the transport back to their house, while Naomi and Kieran walked down the old dirt road with Geejay and Maddy. Kieran watched the young girls fondly, winking at her wife when Geejay laced her fingers with Maddy’s. Naomi pulled Kieran closer, saying softly “I remember when I was that age and wanted to hold your hand all the time.” 

Kieran bit her lip to stifle a laugh. “That was what—four years ago?” she quipped.

“Smart ass,” Naomi accused. “It was at least six,” she retorted playfully. “They’re cute together,” she noted, keeping her voice unobtrusive. Geejay was pointing to a constellation and explaining to Maddy which one it was. Maddy was gazing upward, less interested in the stars than in standing close to Geejay Janeway. 

“Adorable,” Kieran agreed. “I say we put them in the spare room next to Kit’s.”

“Works for me,” Naomi agreed. “I’m surprised Neely let Maddy come, honestly.”

Kieran slipped an arm around Naomi’s shoulders. “Why?”

“Well, the horseback riding thing, for one,” Naomi replied, hazel eyes sparkling in the moonlight. “Neely is majorly protective of Maddy.”

Kieran sighed happily as the farmhouse came into view. “Yeah, but I’m the CO. If she can’t trust her kid with me, who can she trust her with?”

Naomi smiled. “Yes, dear,” she agreed. “Maddy seems completely at ease. I was a little worried she might have to be taken home. I bet this is her first sleep over.”

Kieran laughed lightly. “Maybe, but the way she’s cuddling your little sister, it won’t be her last sleep over,” she mused. “Fast friends.” 

“Are you jealous on Katie’s behalf?” Naomi asked.

“Hardly,” Kieran denied it. “This visit was my idea. I’ll tell you why later,” she promised. 

Naomi already surmised the issues. And she knew the dirt on Katie’s recent debauchery. A certain Ensign had found Katie Torres making out in a Jeffries tube with Ja’Kir. Naomi wondered if Kieran had heard that tidbit yet. She doubted it, and assumed her wife would become apoplectic when she found out. 

________________

Ro Laren stifled a gasp in Jenny Wildman’s kiss, trying not to lose her composure to the degree that Jenny’s fingers suggested, ever aware that Jenny’s family might overhear them. It took every ounce of Laren’s restraint not to cry out as Jenny stroked gently at the therat inside Laren’s body. Jenny gave her a blistering kiss and a wicked smile that Laren could barely discern in the grey light of morning, and Laren’s control threatened. Jenny intensified the calculated touches, and Laren began to tremble, waves of cold chills skating through her awareness, rippling like the curtains in Jenny’s bedroom as they caught the spring breeze. 

“I love you, Laren,” Jenny whispered against her cheek. She hovered above the Bajoran, making love to her with the sort of energy that lingered between purposeful and languid, knowing that Laren could stay suspended there, somewhere short of clutching ecstasy, but beyond sleepy arousal. Jenny loved the way that Laren responded to her, gradually letting the spark kindle to flame. It was so different than Kit, who tended to be direct and immediate unless Jenny worked very diligently to draw things out with her wife. Emily was all about romance and tenderness, sometimes to the exclusion of driving satisfaction. 

Laren seemed an intoxicating blend of Jenny’s two wives, the best of both worlds, and Jenny loved to pleasure her Bajoran lover for as long as Laren could bear to have her satisfaction delayed. Jenny could tell Laren had nearly reached her limit by the tension in her muscles and the raggedness in her breathing. Jenny crept down the bed until she found Laren’s sex with her mouth, enveloping Laren’s sensitive flesh with warmth and wetness. Jenny could picture Laren’s face, the furrow that formed in her brow when the pleasure was nearly too much, and the way Laren bit at the heel of her hand to suppress her need to groan in abandon. 

Laren opened her legs wider, knees drawn up, hips lifting ever so slightly as Jenny kissed and suckled, pairing the sensation with the thrumming of fingers inside Laren’s aching passage. Laren could have shredded the sheets to tatters, thrashed and screamed, but she forced herself to breathe slowly, deeply, riding the surge that had begun somewhere at her core. She dared not breathe at the apex of the sensations, or she would surely gasp Jenny’s name. 

Jenny had learned Laren’s body so well she could tell exactly where Laren was in the life cycle of her orgasm, and took it upon herself to try to make Laren succumb to the urge to pant and beg and moan. Laren always kept a firm grip on her response out of her severe need for privacy, knowing that if Jenny’s parents heard anything, Laren would surely die of embarrassment. She also sensed that Jenny was trying desperately to rob her of her last iota of restraint, and as her brain flooded with endorphins and the sharp peak deepened, she grabbed the pillow and groaned into it, body shaking violently. 

Jenny was relentless, as always, and Laren’s rationality was overwhelmed by Jenny’s persistence. Jenny smiled as she ascended Laren’s quivering form, kissing the woman beneath her with a knowing twinkle in her frost white eyes. Laren reached up to brush the soft brown hair from Jenny’s eyes and gently wiped moisture from her lips. Jenny snatched Laren’s fingers and sucked the fluid from them in a fit of possessive greed, and the gesture made Laren’s eyes burn with emotion. 

“I almost made you shout,” Jenny teased in a whisper. 

Laren kissed her fiercely, tongue thrust passionately into her lover’s mouth, too overcome to banter or muster any coherent response. Laren’s fingers tangled in Jenny’s hair roughly, and the fire refused to be extinguished. “Jenny,” she breathed when they parted. “Oh, Prophets, you make me lose myself,” she admitted, afraid for herself. 

Jenny stroked her pale cheek, searching dark eyes. “Jitalia,” she said almost inaudibly, “I’m just as lost. I don’t know what I’d do if you walked away from me,” she confided, vulnerability laid bare. 

Laren rolled them over so that she was above her young lover. “I wouldn’t, Jen,” she promised. “How could I ever?”

Jenny breathed unsteadily. “I know this dynamic is fragile, baby,” she said honestly. “You and Kit aren’t communicating, you and Emily haven’t found your footing together since the kidnapping, and as happy as I am, I’m not blind to the potential for this to self-destruct.”

Laren held her protectively. “I’m not going to let that happen, Jenny. You’re my life.”

“You mean me, or all of us?” she clarified. 

Laren sighed, contemplating the right words to explain what she meant. “I know when you were both missing it was undeniable—Emily is just as crucial to my peace of mind as you are. I’m sure if the abduction hadn’t happened in the first place, Emily and I would have become lovers before you and I did. No offense, Averone.”

Jenny grinned at herself. “That actually did make me have a twinge of jealousy,” she realized. “How weird,” she giggled. “But Kit and I could see it too,” she recalled. “Emily is so in love with you, Ro,” she noted correctly. 

Laren smiled softly. “Yeah?” she asked, slightly embarrassed.

Jenny kissed her tenderly. “Yeah. It’s sweet,” she commented. 

“I feel unworthy of all of you,” Laren admitted. “But I’m grateful for the way you’ve made me part of your lives.” She gazed into the gathering light, considering. “I want to find a way to make this work, Jen. I don’t know what the next step is, though,” she asserted. 

Jenny nuzzled her lips. “Trust me?” she asked. Laren nodded silently. “Then leave it to me. I’m going to get Kit here tomorrow when Emily is in court. First things first—you and Kit have got to break this standoff. We need to spend some time together, the three of us. And you need to approach Emily separately,” she instructed.

“You’re sure?” Laren asked hesitantly. 

“My gut is telling me that’s how to go,” Jenny affirmed. “It’ll be fine, honey,” she assured her lover. 

“Promise me I won’t lose you,” Laren demanded in a fit of insecurity. “I mean it, Jen. I can’t lose you.” 

Jenny kissed her solemnly. “You won’t lose me, Ja’clu,” she vowed. “Not ever.” 

________________

Cameron Thompson stretched the stiffness from her legs, feeling the remnants of horseback riding and exuberant sex lingering in her limbs. It was easy to forget her true age at times, since the dimension she resided in had been kind enough to slow the hands of time. It dawned on her that in the dimension she had come from, she would at least be widowed, and most likely deceased herself. She propped herself up on her hand to watch her wife sleeping. 

Cassidy was a marathon sleeper, able to drop off anytime, anyplace and stay in a depressed brainwave pattern for hours on end. Cameron was jealous of the talent, and she wondered how many hours she had spent in her life waiting for her wife to wake up and keep her company. Cameron had read hundreds of books over the years of their marriage, mostly when Cassidy was asleep. It had been the hardest adjustment for Cassidy as a Starfleet officer, learning to live by an alarm clock. Cameron was fairly certain that Cassidy had run the manatee preserve in their own dimension while she was sleep walking, because she could do the 5 a.m. feeding and crawl right back into bed as if nothing had happened to interrupt her somnolence. 

Perhaps her wife suffered from cumulative exhaustion after years of erratic hours at their preserve, coupled with constant travel to give educational seminars and to network with other marine parks and conservationists. Cassidy didn’t miss it, Cameron was sure. Cassidy had never liked public speaking, and forcing herself to socialize for the sake of the preserve had been something she struggled with her entire career. Cameron had thoroughly enjoyed the socializing, especially the formal gatherings with dancing and dinner. It had been an opportunity to get Cassidy dressed up, to show her off, and Cameron believed Cassidy to be the most eloquent speaker she’d ever heard. Cassidy had been the most sought after leader in their community for that ability: every marine organization that relied upon donations knew she could raise funds like no one else, and if Cameron came in the bargain, the budget function was covered by the two best in the business. Cameron wondered how the community had reacted to the fact that she and Cassidy had, in effect, disappeared without an explanation. 

“Hey,” Cassidy said in a graveled voice. “Do you ever sleep?” she groused, glancing around their room. “It’s barely daylight.” 

Cameron scowled at her. “Cassidy, it’s almost ten o’clock. It only looks dark because the curtains are so heavy,” she scolded. 

Cassidy flopped back on the pillows. “Good. Then you’re due at the spa in half an hour,” she reminded her wife.

“Trying to get rid of me?” Cameron accused playfully. “You think you’re going to steal another couple of hours of sleep?”

Cassidy chuckled throatily. “You know me so well,” she admitted.

“Yeah? Well, have you forgotten that Kieran is going to be here to see you?” Cameron asked, grinning sweetly. 

Cassidy groaned. “Damn it,” she swore, sighing. “I forgot.” She yawned. “Think I could get away with canceling?”

“Cassidy Thompson!” Cameron said sternly. “You agreed, and you’re just being lazy.”

Cassidy blinked like a sleepy owl. “Honey, the medication wears me out,” she said seriously.

“It does?” Cameron backed down immediately. “Are you feeling okay honey?”

“I feel fine,” Cassidy assured her. “But this regimen that keeps me alive also makes me weary.”

“You’ve never said a word about it,” Cameron stated flatly. “Why haven’t you ever told me that?” she demanded, injured by the omission. 

Cassidy sat up, taking Cameron in her arms. “To what end, sweetheart? To complain? You couldn’t do a thing about it, so why whine?” she asked, green eyes sincere. Cassidy would need to be on the medication for the remainder of her life just to keep her cancer in remission. 

“Why tell me now?” Cameron asked, puzzled.

Cassidy shrugged. “You called me lazy. I’m not, Cam. I just have to fight my body every day, and I don’t want you to think less of me,” she explained, her muscular shoulders slouching a bit. 

Cameron’s heart lurched in her chest. “You’re my wife, and I could never think less of you. Damn, Cass, you’re the strongest and most determined woman I know. And it wouldn’t have been whining to tell me how your treatment effects you.”

Cassidy kissed her gently. “No point in complaining about things I can’t change. I’m going to get in the shower. Kelsey will give me a ration of shit if I smell like your nether regions,” she joked. 

Cameron snatched the front of her t-shirt, pulling her closer. “I love you, Cass. Don’t you ever doubt it,” she said vehemently, and sealed the declaration with a kiss. 

“I love you too, Cam. God, I think you did me in, though,” she noted, trying to work the aches from her legs as she got out of their bed. “Did Robbie mention how sore all that humping makes you?” she asked, waggling her eyebrows.

Cameron swatted her with a pillow. “Pig,” she accused. 

“Better find a place to put that,” Cassidy nodded in the direction of the SED. “Housekeeping will have a coronary if they see it laying around.” Cassidy chuckled at the flush that crept over Cameron’s porcelain skin. “You’re gorgeous when you’re being prim and proper.” 

Cameron rolled her eyes. “Right.”

Cassidy came back over to the bed, pulling Cameron up by both hands. “You are gorgeous,” she reiterated. “Why do you think I can’t keep my hands off of you?” she asked, kissing Cameron tenderly. “Why do you think I spend hours and hours making love to you?” she asked without a hint of playfulness. 

Cameron studied her face. “I really don’t know. I always assumed you’re just a very sexual person,” she replied.

Cassidy kissed Cameron’s forehead. “It’s because I know I’d better keep you satisfied, or someone else will take you from me,” she said seriously. “That, and I can’t ever get enough of you,” she admitted. “Want to shower with me?”

Cameron grinned suggestively. “Always.”

“I’ll go run the water. You put away your toys,” she teased her wife, kissing her soundly.

“My toys? I think they’re ours, honey,” Cameron protested. 

Cassidy flicked her eyebrows. “Whatever.”

Kieran Wildman tapped on the door of Cassidy and Cameron’s room at the lodge, waiting patiently for her sister to answer the door. “Sundance?” she called through the heavy wood. “It’s Kelsey.” 

Cassidy threw the door open. “Good morning,” she greeted her sister. “Want to come in?”

“No, let’s go to the restaurant. I need some coffee,” Kieran replied. “How was your night?” she asked, nudging Cassidy as she pulled the door closed behind them.

“Cam loved the ring,” Cassidy reported happily. “I think she was flummoxed, tell the truth,” she added. “I’m not the hopeless romantic you are, you know,” she opined. 

Kieran wrapped the smaller woman beneath a companionable arm. “You are, you just hide it,” she argued. 

Cassidy smiled, thinking about the night before. “I love that woman,” she agreed. “She’s enough to make anyone a romantic. So,” she changed the subject. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

Kieran’s face sobered. “About the board of inquiry. I wanted to warn you, and to tell you no matter what happens, keep your cool. Don’t blow your career on my account,” she counseled. “I know they’ll call you to testify.”

“What do you want me to say?” Cassidy asked worriedly, sliding her arm around Kieran’s waist.

“Whatever is the truth,” Kieran advised her. “You’re a young officer, green, Cass. Have you ever questioned anything I’ve done? Felt like I wasn’t a good leader?” she asked, concerned.

Cassidy flinched. “You’re the best, Kieran. God, don’t let this stupid inquiry make you question that,” she bristled, swallowing hard. She felt a rush of protectiveness, and a tightness in her chest. “Damn, Kels, you’re my hero. You know that,” she asserted, hugging Kieran closer. 

Kieran hugged her back. “Thanks,” she said softly, stunned at the emotional outburst. “Don’t fret, kiddo. I’ve still got four pips, and I intend to keep it that way. But I want you to do something for me,” she requested.

“Name it,” Cassidy replied. 

“I want you to forget you’re my family the second you step on that stand. I want you to be honest and objective, and rely on your Starfleet training. Think in terms of regulations and protocol, not in terms of how much you love me. Okay?” Kieran asked, face pained. 

Cassidy stared mutely. “Kelsey, I can’t do that. I don’t know how to separate that in my head—hell, in my heart,” she protested, pushing her way through the door to the lodge restaurant. 

Kieran selected a table and pulled out Cassidy’s chair. “You have to, Cass. It can’t be personal, honey. If you go in there thinking of me as your sister, you’ll get frustrated and defensive with the board. You have to put on your officer hat, and think of me in terms of being your captain. If I were anyone else, would you still be able to look at my command without reproach?” she pressed. 

Cassidy’s face worked with emotion, but she swallowed it down. “No reproach,” she replied. “I’m trying not to be furious with the brass for doing this to you. It’s ridiculous.”

“I appreciate your support, but it’s politics. And you’d better get used to it,” she added gently. She glanced up at the waitress. “I’d like a triple espresso with steamed milk and caramel,” she requested.

Cassidy nodded. “I’ll do that to,” she said, waving the woman away. She toyed with her spoon, shaking her head. “I’ll do my best. You know that,” she decided. 

Kieran touched her hand. “It’s going to be fine. Just remember you’re an officer, and a Thompson, and don’t give an inch. I’m proud of you, Cassidy. The day I put your ensign’s pip on your collar was one of the best days of my whole life. I know your second pip isn’t far off, either.” 

Cassidy squared her shoulders. “I can be an officer if that’s what it takes,” she agreed. “But I’d rather be your family.”

“Thanks, Sundance,” Kieran said, kissing her cheek. “Ah, and here are the troops,” she commented, seeing Seven, Kathryn, Geejay, Maddy, and Robin coming into the restaurant. 

“What are they doing here?” Cassidy asked mildly. 

“We’re taking the girls horseback riding, and then later this afternoon, we’re going out on the sloop. Dad promised a long sail around Marco Island,” Kieran explained. “Hey Sport,” she called out to Geejay, who ran for her. “Are you ready to play cowboy?” she asked, gathering the girl onto one knee, and then lifting Maddy onto the other.

“Yeah!” Geejay enthused. “I can’t believe you set this up,” she added, bouncing on Kieran’s knee. 

Cassidy watched the children, who clearly forgot for the moment that Kieran was the captain of their ship. It was an easy thing to forget, and Cassidy hoped she could keep her own nepotism in check before the board of inquiry. She knew for Kieran’s sake, she really didn’t have a choice. The last thing she wanted was to be an embarrassment to her family. 

________________

Kit Wildman felt as though she were at odds with everyone and everything. Emily was lost to her, wrapped up in anxiety over the trial, and agonizing over the events of her captivity. Jenny and Laren were off together in Michigan. The senior Wildwomen were preoccupied with their own lives, worrying over the board of inquiry. Kit felt like an outsider, suddenly, just as she had when Jenny and Emily had been so closely bonded that they seemed to exclude her from the marriage. Now Laren and Jenny were doing the same thing.

Kit sat on the beach, watching the tide rolling over the white sand. Being at her grandfather’s hadn’t been much help. She had felt this way so many times in her life—out of step with her familiars, isolated. The abduction had left a scar on the whole crew, but Kit especially couldn’t regain her equilibrium. She had always imagined herself the strong link in the marriage, the pillar that would support the structure, and when push had come to shove, Ro Laren had been the hero who had rescued Kit’s wives. Well, Kit acknowledged, and Joely Winfield too. Kit hadn’t ever really had to share Emily and Jenny with Laren, not to any great degree, and she was finding that having them both worship Ro bruised her ego. 

She knew she was being petty, and that her jealousy was unfair, but she had grown accustomed to being the golden child of the family: the apple of Kieran’s eye, the up and comer on the crew and in the estimation of Starfleet. She had always had the spotlight exclusively, until now. Perhaps, she reasoned, it wouldn’t be quite so trying to her soul were not P’Arth and Ro Laren suddenly such close companions. Kit couldn’t justify in her mind that Laren had allowed the Klingon to occupy a place of regard or affection in Laren’s life. No matter how P’Arth had proven herself, Kit still felt the sting of betrayal on behalf of Kieran, and she was angry with Laren in the deep, smoldering manner that only a lover can harbor for a partner. That Laren was oblivious only solidified Kit’s fury. 

She had considered challenging P’Arth to a battle of blades, as she had trained with her own bat’leth non-stop since her initial confrontation with the Chancellor. But she was not yet at the expert level on the holodeck training program, and she knew P’Arth would decapitate her in short order. Surely, the proud warrior would not pass up a second opportunity to put an impertinent, upstart Starfleet officer—a human, no less—in her place. P’Arth’s restraint in their first encounter had likely been an anomaly. 

Now there was a schism between Kit and Laren, and Kit had no idea how to bridge it. Laren seemed content to isolate herself with Jenny, which also stung Kit’s ego. The passion and tenderness she had shared with Ro Laren was a distant memory for Kit, and although she was grateful that Laren had been able to help Jenny begin recovering emotionally from the abduction, Kit questioned the wisdom of her decision to bring Laren into the relationship now. 

Kit sighed, digging a seashell out of the sand and tossing it toward the edge of the surf. This time last year, Kieran had been missing, and Kit had been finding her footing outside her marriage. Jenny and Emily had been so lost in one another, Kit had ceased to be a factor in the trinity, and Kit had turned to Ro Laren for comfort. Laren had been so kind and considerate. Kit tried to draw upon her memories to recall what had gone wrong in her marriage, where the rift had started. It had been largely a misunderstanding, and the more the distance yawned between the girls, the more Kit had withdrawn. She resolved not to withdraw again, not this time. She would fight for her relationship with Jenny and Emily, and if Laren didn’t want to be a part of that, so be it. Kit headed back to her grandfather’s house with a renewed sense of purpose. 

As if Jenny had read her mind, there was a message from her wife on the comm system, asking Kit to come to Michigan on Tuesday to spend the day with Laren and Jenny while Emily wrapped up her testimony before the court. Kit was a little off balance from the suggestion, since she had planned to take matters into her own hands, but she sent a reply to Jenny, agreeing to arrive the next morning. That left her to spend the holiday with Emily, and the two women went to the beach to swim and sunbathe. Kit kept remembering spring break with Emily, when they were both pre-cadets, and how Kit had been stung by a jelly fish that day. 

Emily was subdued, as she had been ever since the rescue, but she was at least openly physical with Kit. Emily had never stopped being affectionate, though Kit was afraid to push Emily to be sexual at all. Kit let Emily initiate anything of a sexual nature, and Emily had seemed mentally absent the few times the young women had made love. 

Kit knew how hard it could be after a period of abuse to open up to anything emotional. The one saving grace of her abusive history with Kenny McCallister was that she never felt any emotion, not really. Kit had felt revulsion, arousal, pleasure, disgust, but never love, never passion with Kenny. It had taken her a long time to sort all that out in her head, but Robin had guided her through it. She rarely thought about him, now, although on occasion he would creep into her dreams, and once in a great while she would flash on him when she was aroused. Kit suspected that Emily had issues with her own abuse bleeding into reality. The difference was, Emily wasn’t seeking any help. 

______________

Kieran Wildman hailed her daughter, fairly certain Katie wouldn’t have any interest in going sailing with the Thompson clan, but determined to give her a chance to join them. As she expected, Katie made an excuse as soon as Kieran confirmed that Ja’Kir was not invited to come along. Kieran closed the hailing frequency, feeling suddenly moody, despite the salt water spray kicking up with the breeze as the sloop scudded along the Marco River. 

“What’s wrong, Mom?” Kit asked, seeing the look on Kieran’s face. Kit was sitting against the mast of the mainsail, knees drawn up, with Emily planted firmly between her thighs. 

Kieran hesitated, but decided to put it out there. “Am I being unfair to Katie?” she asked the assembled family and friends, rearranging her long legs on the padded seat so as not to crowd Kathryn beside her.

Seven of Nine piped up. “You mean because you don’t encourage her to spend time with Ja’Kir?”

Kieran nodded. “I always said I’d support my kids’ choices about their private lives,” she confessed. “I feel like I’m a hypocrite, now.” 

“Kato,” Kathryn offered, stretching in the sunshine, “you’re not a hypocrite. Katie is ten years old, and Ja’Kir is an adolescent boy. Any mother would be wary of that friendship,” she assured her friend. “If Ja’Kir looked at Geejay the way he looks at Katie, he’d be missing a pair,” she added darkly, tucking her auburn hair behind her ears and sliding her sunglasses on.

Geejay and Maddy overheard the grown-ups talking. “A pair of what, K-Mom?” Geejay asked, shifting her lifejacket and creeping over to where the grown-ups were sunbathing. 

“Bat’leths, honey,” Kathryn quickly supplied. 

Kieran turned to her father, who was piloting the sailboat. “What do you think, Daddy? You were generally supportive of me. Am I being too judgmental?”

Gerry Thompson shook his head. “Honey, you were level headed. Jenna was a lovely girl, and Lenara was a brilliant match for you. Your mother and I never had any reason to object. But Katie’s too young to have a boyfriend.” 

Kieran bit her lip. “She’s maturing a lot faster than I’d like,” she worried.

Seven smirked, nudging Kieran. “Now you know how Kathryn and I felt when you and Naomi got involved,” she chided her. 

“It’s not the same, Seven,” Kieran defended herself, trying to ignore how incredibly good Seven looked in a bikini. She realized Seven was only teasing her when Seven laughed.

Seven touched her arm. “I know that. Kathryn didn’t, but I always did.”

Naomi considered telling Kieran what she knew about Katie’s latest bid to get into trouble, but she didn’t think there was any reason to spoil the day. “I think you’re doing fine with her, honey,” she assured her wife. “And I think it’s totally appropriate to discourage that relationship,” she added. 

“If you ask me, Ja’Kir is about as interesting as a glob of slush deuterium,” Geejay opined. “Are we going to dive, Kato?” she asked hopefully, changing the subject and sliding into the running board seat beside the tall captain.

“Not today, kiddo. The diving on the gulf side isn’t worth the effort, visibility is so poor. But I’ll take you to the keys again before we head back into space, okay?” Kieran promised. 

“You’re the best,” Geejay informed her, smiling happily.  

“Ya think?” Kieran asked, feeling less than certain about her own parenting skills.

Geejay flung her arms around the taller woman. “I don’t think, I know,” she replied insightfully. 

“I appreciate your opinion, sweetie. Listen, Sport, there’s something I want to talk to you about,” she said reluctantly. “I don’t want you to be upset by it,” she warned the young girl, tousling her spiked blonde hair.

“What?” Geejay asked, not liking the preface at all.

Kieran gathered Geejay into her broad lap, composing her thoughts. “Well, Sport, you know whenever anything goes wrong on a starship, Starfleet has to do an investigation into why,” she began.

“You mean the board of inquiry?” Geejay put in, already aware of the situation.

“Yes,” Kieran agreed. “I don’t want you to fret over it. I’m going to be tied up in the proceedings for awhile, and I won’t get to see you as much. But I want you to know I’ll be thinking about you every day. Okay?” she assured her friend. 

Geejay studied Kieran’s deep brown eyes, and she knew the captain was disturbed by the investigation. “Are you in trouble?” she asked. 

Kieran shook her head. “I don’t think so, but you’re going to hear things in the next few days about me—about my command. A lot of it will probably be lies, and some of it won’t. If you don’t understand, you ask Seven or Kathryn to explain it to you, okay?” she insisted.

“Yes ma’am,” Geejay replied formally, sensing that Kieran was very serious about this subject. “I promise.” Geejay could see the distress Kieran was trying so desperately to conceal, and it cut her to the quick. “Kato?” she said softly.

“What, sweetie?” Kieran replied.

“Nobody with a single active brain cell could believe you did anything wrong,” she defended her friend. “And I’m not saying that just because I love you, either,” she added as further support for her position. 

Kieran smiled so brightly it lit the atmosphere around them all. “I love you, too, Sport. Clear around the world, and back again.” Kieran hugged her once more. “Now, you go and entertain Maddy, and tell her all about the birds and the plants and the fish here. All the things Dad and I taught you.”

Geejay smiled warmly, nodding. “And Aunt Cass and Aunt Cameron, too,” she chimed in, creeping across the sailboat’s deck to where Maddy was seated with her legs hanging over the bow of the craft.   

Kieran watched the two girls together, feeling melancholy. How much would Geejay’s opinion of her deteriorate if the board of inquiry stripped her of rank? And what about Katie’s already flagging opinion?

Muscular arms twined around her waist, and Robin’s unmistakable scent surrounded her. “Don’t borrow trouble, KT,” she said quietly against Kieran’s cheek. “I know you. I know you’re sitting there worrying about your image and what the kids will think if the board’s inquiry goes south,” she correctly speculated. “Short of something truly despicable,” she assured her wife, “Geejay is always going to be convinced you can turn water into wine.”

Kieran forced a smile. “And what about you, Robbie? Do you believe I can feed five thousand with two fishes and five loaves of bread?”

Robin kissed her cheek sweetly. “Well,” she joked, “this is no Sea of Galilee. I never believed in miracles, KT, but when you came back from that other dimension, I started to. Once you and Seven were recovered, I was a confirmed believer,” she admitted, squinting into the sun glinting off the ocean waves. “I don’t give a damn what Starfleet thinks of you. I know what you’re made of. So does anyone who took the time to get to know you at all. If you lose your pips, Starfleet will lose seven officers right along with you. They have to know that.”

Kieran shook her head. “I won’t allow it,” she insisted. “Kit isn’t throwing her future away over some stupid political thing. Neither are Jenny and Emily. Besides, the idea of Starfleet having to house me and feed me as an officer’s wife tickles me. They can take my pips, but as long as you and Naomi are in uniform, they can’t keep me off a ship.” 

Robin chuckled. “That thought had crossed my mind. But it would be a hell of a lot more satisfying to resign our commissions and thumb our noses at the brass,” she decided. “I married into your money, after all, and I don’t need to work,” she teased. 

Kieran threw back her head and laughed. “I always knew you were a gold digger, Robin Lefler,” she shot back. “Finally, you admit it.”  

Robin grinned facetiously. “Yep. The cat’s out of the bag,” she agreed. “I married you for the cold hard cash,” she confirmed. “That and the amazing sex.” 

“Are you talking about sex with me, or Naomi?” Kieran needled her. 

Robin waggled her eyebrows. “Both,” she replied. 

Kieran chuckled. “You’re such a tramp,” she accused. “Thank God.” 

“So’s your wife,” Robin accused. “Look at her flirting with Lenara,” she added. “And clearly, Geejay has spent way too much time around our little harem,” she noted, nodding in Geejay’s direction.

Geejay was pointing to the mangroves along the bank of the Marco River, showing Maddy the Great Blue Heron perched in the roots of the gnarled foliage. As she directed Maddy’s eyes to the bird, she slipped her arm around Maddy’s shoulders. It was totally unnecessary, but Maddy scooted closer to Geejay.

“She’s as innocent as the day is long,” Kieran told her wife. “Katie’s the one with the slutty proclivities. She’s been trying to get into Geejay’s pants,” she confided. “Poor Geejay got the shit scared out of her by it.” 

Robin tried not to laugh. “You’re kidding me. Who told you that?” she demanded, ready for a ration of gossip.

Kieran shrugged. “Who do you think? Geejay, though not in so many words,” she explained sourly. “Poor kid. Katie treats her with such a cavalier attitude.”

“Maddy adores her, though,” Robin soothed Kieran’s anxiety. “And you’re right, it’s an innocent and sweet friendship.”

Kieran nodded. “Yeah, but what about my daughter, Robbie? Should I be having a confrontational talk with her, or should I just take her to see Joely and get an implant done so she can’t get pregnant?”

Robin bit her lip. “It’s gone that far?” she asked, worried. 

“Who knows,” Kieran groused. “I doubt that it’s long off, though,” she feared. “If Ja’Kir asked Katie to jump off a building, she would. That’s more drastic than ‘let me put this inside you’, don’t you think?”

Robin considered momentarily. “I can hardly judge,” she reminded Kieran. “I was making out with boys at her age.”

“Yeah, but when did you actually lose your virginity?” Kieran asked.

Robin’s face burned with embarrassment. “Thirteen,” she replied. 

“Wow,” Kieran teased, “you really are a slut.” She sighed. “Robbie, I was fifteen with Jenna. So it’s not like I can really say Katie is going too far or too fast. She’s a Klingon, and ten for her is like fifteen for a human. Ja’Kir is practically marrying age,” she noted. “He’s probably had girls on Qo’noS,” she realized. “And you know boys that age think nothing of pressuring a girl to put out,” she continued.

“You’re right about that,” Robin agreed. “And since Katie looks like B'Elanna, she probably takes after her in the hormonal department, too.”

Kieran hung her head. “Shit, you’re right. That tears it, then. B'Elanna is the Queen horn dog,” she affirmed. “I guess I better get her to Joely. B'Elanna will crap herself if I suggest it, though,” she muttered. 

“I’ll talk to B'Elanna, if you like,” Robin offered.

“No, it’s my problem. Thanks though, Robs,” Kieran decided. “How did I ever let that woman talk me into having a kid with her?” she lamented playfully.

Robin smirked, lowering her voice so no one else could hear. “Like usual, you were pussy whipped, and you never could have said no,” she accused, giggling. 

“I could toss your ass overboard, you know,” Kieran threatened. “Dump in a bucket of chum to draw the sharks.” 

Robin sniffed haughtily. “With all these witnesses? Foolish, at best, Captain.” She slipped her hand into Kieran’s, no longer teasing, vivid blue eyes glowing. “I love you, you know,” she said quietly. 

Kieran gave her a quizzical expression, but then the meaning dawned on her. “I love you too, Robs. We’ll get past this inquiry. I promise,” she assured her wife. 

__________________

“I wish I didn’t have to go back tomorrow,” Maddy James was saying as she dangled her feet in the water of the manatee preserve.

“Me either,” Geejay Janeway assured her companion. “I’m glad you came.”

Maddy looked up at the stars overhead, leaning back on her hands. “You’re lucky to get to come here anytime you want. Captain Wildman’s dad is really nice. Sailing is fun,” she opined. “I loved learning all that stuff he told us about the sloop. It’s funny, because so many of the terms for sailboats are used for starships,” she realized. “But he is so smart. You, too. How did you learn about the differences between gaff sails and jib-headed sails, and schooners and ketches?”

“I ask a lot of questions. I probably drive everyone nuts, I ask so many things,” she realized, grinning. “But grandpa Gerry showed me all sorts of sail configurations once, and how they are designed for different styles of boats. Sloops are meant to be fast, so their sails are pretty simple. I love being on the ocean with them all,” she admitted, glacier blue eyes glowing. “Maybe we could bring your mom and dad,” Geejay added.

“My dad would never go on a boat,” Maddy sighed with disappointment.

“Why not?” Geejay asked, splashing her feet in the tepid water.

“Afraid of water,” Maddy replied. “He’s afraid of everything,” she added. “Aliens, transporters, away missions, shuttles,” she ticked them off on her fingers.

Geejay gaped open mouthed at her. “But—that’s all stuff you have to do to be Starfleet.” 

“I think when Dad’s tour of duty is up, he’s going to resign his commission,” Maddy noted. “I heard him and Mom talking about it—well, fighting, really. Mom loves her job, and she gets mad whenever Dad says he wants to quit.”

“Do they fight a lot?” Geejay asked, worried now. She took Maddy’s hand as she asked, hoping to steady her new friend.

“No, just about that,” Maddy noted. “I heard Mom tell him he can leave Starfleet, but she’s staying on the Sato, and I’m staying with her,” she reported, smiling, glad that she wouldn’t be relegated to life on the confining Earth. 

Geejay kicked at the water absently, thinking. “If he’s afraid of everything, why doesn’t he make an appointment to see my sister?” she asked. “Naomi is a really good counselor,” she added hopefully. 

Maddy shrugged. “He’s probably afraid of counselors, too,” she opined disdainfully. “Can I ask you something?”

Geejay nodded. “Yep. Fire away, Ensign,” she joked. 

“Is it true you’re going to jump a grade ahead?” she asked, awed at the concept.

Geejay grinned. “Yeah. No one is supposed to know yet, though. Where’d you hear?”

Maddy bit her lip. “I think from Toby Cooper,” she recalled. “He heard his dad saying something about it.” She considered for a moment. “So, how will that work? We’re almost done with the school year, anyway, and we’re about to move to the next grade ourselves,” she noted correctly.

“Right,” Geejay agreed. “So when I jump I’ll be in the fifth grade, but toward the end of it and at the beginning of sixth grade, like they are,” she explained. 

Maddy sat up straighter then. “You’re going to miss interspecies sexuality?” she asked. All of the children looked forward to that class more than any other, because at the age of ten, sex was something you whispered and giggled about when your parents weren’t around. 

“No, I’m going to come back to that class every day with you guys,” she asserted. “There’s no way Borg-Mom is going to let me skip it.”

“Would you want to?” Maddy asked, squeezing Geejay’s fingers in her own.

“I dunno. Maybe. I’m not sure I really want to know all that stuff yet,” she decided. “Besides, I hear enough about it from Katie to give me the creeps. She and Ja’Kir are probably doing it, by now,” she realized.

Maddy was stunned. “Are you kidding me? That is just—nasty,” she shuddered. 

“Tell me about it,” Geejay said distastefully. “Katie doesn’t know what she’s getting herself into,” she stated flatly, blue eyes darkening stormily. “And Ja’Kir acts all high and mighty around her, like she’s his dog and he’s her master, or something. It’s sickening.”

“What does she tell you?” Maddy asked in a half-whisper. “About sex, I mean?” she asked, her hazel eyes almost fearful. 

“All about how they kiss and touch each other, and how good it feels,” Geejay replied disdainfully. “Katie gets all moony-eyed when she talks about it. She wanted to teach me to do those things,” she confided. 

“No way,” Maddy gasped. “She wanted to have sex with you?”

Geejay nodded sadly. “We were supposed to be girlfriends, but she was also Ja’Kir’s girlfriend, and apparently, he’s more—mature than I am. He’s older than her, and he teaches her things, and then she wants to show me,” Geejay explained. 

“But you don’t want to?” Maddy asked sympathetically.

“Not when I know she’s doing the same things with him,” Geejay affirmed. 

“Has she kissed you?” Maddy asked, hoping not.

“Yeah, we’ve kissed,” Geejay admitted. “And that was okay with me, until I found out she kisses him, too. It doesn’t seem as special, knowing I’m not the only one she wants to do it with,” she concluded. “But that’s how Katie has always been—she wants more than her share of everything, and she takes whatever she wants without thinking about how anyone else feels,” Geejay realized with an air of discouragement. 

“If she stopped being Ja’Kir’s girlfriend, would you want to do those things with her?” Maddy pressed.

“Not now. I mean, I really doubt it. I’m happy just doing schoolwork together and going for walks and talking. I don’t need it to be more than that. It’s like—I don’t know, like Katie is trying to prove something, I think,” Geejay puzzled over it. “Don’t get me wrong—I liked kissing her, and I liked hugging and being close. But I’m not in a hurry to do anything else, and she acts like she’s going to run out of time pretty soon if she doesn’t do everything right this second.”

“How weird,” Maddy observed. “She’s always yakking about becoming a warrior, and Kahless the Unforgettable, and living on the Klingon homeworld. It’s all she ever talks about. I used to like her better, but now she’s just boring.” 

“She’s also doing really poorly in school, and I have to help her all the time. Once I skip grades, she’s on her own, though,” Geejay predicted. “The thing is, she’s not dumb. She just has the attention span of an Andorian flea.”

Maddy giggled, leaning against Geejay, then laughing uproariously. “An Andorian flea. That’s a good one,” she chortled. “I just assumed she’s not keeping up because she’s always sneaking off with Ja’Kir. Everyone talks about it behind her back. I feel sorry for Captain Wildman.”

Geejay stiffened reflexively. “Do you think the way Katie acts makes Kieran look bad?” she demanded. “Because so help me God, if she makes this inquiry worse for her mother I’ll kill her with her own bat’leth,” she threatened. 

“I just meant I feel sorry for the captain because she has to keep Katie under such a close watch, not because her reputation is being effected,” Maddy assured her friend. “If anyone looks bad, it’s Commander Lessing. She’s the one who’s supposed to be raising Katie. I think she had too many kids, and she can’t keep track of them all,” she surmised mildly. “That’s what Daddy says. He caught Kelsey trying to break into a weapons locker,” she tattled. 

“That sounds like Kelsey,” Geejay laughed. “He’s a total brat.”

The pelicans sleeping in the mangroves suddenly took flight all at once, and the insects fell silent. Geejay looked at Maddy, instantly conscious that something wasn’t right. Just then the pier shook as if the ground beneath it was rolling, and the girls were almost startled into the salt water. “What the…?” Geejay wondered.

Kieran came jogging down the wooden planks, grabbing them both by the hands and pulling them upright. “Earthquake,” she explained. “No wonder Bessie has been acting weird. Come on, let’s get off the pier,” she rushed them along. “If the pilings give, you’ll be in the water in the dark,” she urged them. 

“Are we gonna get swallowed up in a sink hole?” Maddy asked, eyes wide with fear.

Kieran shook her head. “No way. I’m right here, and I’ve got you both,” she promised. Just then, the tremor stopped, and everything was deathly silent. “That was a pretty good one,” Kieran noted. “Let’s go back to the house. We’re having ice cream sundaes and caramel brownies,” she said to entice them. 

Geejay grinned. “I bet that was your idea, huh, Kato?” she asked, gazing adoringly up at the taller woman. 

Kieran quirked an eyebrow. “The earthquake or the snacks?” she teased. 

Geejay shook her head. “Knowing you? Both.”

____________________

Kit Wildman materialized at Jenny’s parents’ lake house, where Ro Laren and Jenny Wildman were waiting. The Calverts were back in Auburn Hills, in hopes that some time alone might grease the wheels that were trying to turn for their daughter. Kit gazed out over the bank of Loon Lake, watching the morning mist rising off the glassy surface of the water. There were lily pads around the dock where Jenny’s family tied their rowboat and their inboard motor boat, and Kit watched the dragon flies flitting around from pad to pad. 

“Good morning,” Jenny called from the upper balcony deck. “Laren and I made breakfast. Did you eat yet?” she asked, leaning over the railing. 

“Not yet. I’m famished. What’d you make?” Kit asked, sniffing the air.

“Pancakes, bacon, eggs, fresh fruit. Come on in, the door’s not locked. Follow your nose,” she teased, noting that Kit was snuffling the scent of breakfast into her nostrils. 

The three women sat down to their meal, and if not for Jenny’s chattiness, they would’ve fallen into immediate silence. Laren was sipping her raktajino and gobbling down sourdough pancakes with gusto, while Jenny and Kit talked about Emily’s last day of testimony at the trial. Jenny was a much more dainty eater since the abduction, and had slimmed down from her playing weight of years before. She still looked healthy, but less robust, and Kit missed her more muscular physique. But Kit knew how difficult emotions could destroy an appetite. She remembered all too well how sickly skinny she had become when Kieran got lost in the wormhole. 

“I thought we could swim and do some skiing,” Jenny was saying. “You like to slalom, don’t you Kit?” she asked.

“I love it, but Jen, I’ve only gone skiing once or twice. I’m completely out of practice,” Kit prefaced her performance. 

“It’s like riding a bike, Kyle. You never forget. Besides, I’m a great boat captain,” she bragged.

“Oh, yeah, the best,” Laren tossed in sarcastically. “Which is why your father had a fit over your bumping the dock with the bow the other day.”

Jenny stuck her tongue out. “No seconds for the Bajoran,” she announced, laughing. “Would you like some more moba fruit compote for your pancakes, Jitalia?” she asked Laren.

Laren smirked. “Why, did you put salt in it or something?”

Kit laughed at the two of them. “Feisty. I think you guys have been alone way too long, if this is what your wild romance has deteriorated into.” Her golden eyes sparkled with mirth, and she impulsively leaned over and kissed Laren. “I’ve missed you both,” she said softly. “I could really use your help with Emily,” she added.

Laren set her raktajino down with a thud. “Why? What’s wrong with Ems?” she asked, worried.

Kit covered her scrambled eggs with hot salsa, fussing over her food. “She’s withdrawn, sullen, moody, and she tries to pretend there’s nothing wrong whenever I ask. And there’s something else. She’s avoiding the kids—all of them. Chance, Cami, Erin, Hannah—it’s like she suddenly doesn’t like children at all. Jen, were there kids in the prison camp?” she asked, thinking there had to be a connection. 

“Not that I saw,” Jenny replied, munching on her bacon. “There might have been some there, but we hardly saw anyone other than the guards. We could hear the other prisoners sometimes,” she recalled, shivering despite the warmth in the lake house. “Mostly screaming or crying. But those were adult voices.” 

“It’s the damnedest thing,” Kit noted. “I’ve actually seen Emily make an excuse and leave the room when someone has asked her to watch one of the girls. Everyone has noticed it, but we’re afraid to ask her what’s going on with all of it,” she explained. “Maybe she would talk to one of you. She’s sure as hell not showing me her hand.” 

“Has she talked about the trial?” Laren asked, finishing her first stack of cakes.

“Not a word,” Kit replied. “If you ask her a direct question, she responds, but otherwise, she doesn’t talk, not really. She has asked a couple of times when you two are coming home, though. I know she feels estranged from you, in particular, Jen. I think she could open up to you, if you try with her,” Kit urged. 

Jenny nodded. “We were planning to come back, anyway, now that I’ve done the whole familial obligatory thing. If that’s okay with you, that is,” she added, not wanting to assume. 

Kit smiled warmly. “I’ve been wanting to ask, but I didn’t want to intrude, either.”

Laren reached across the table and took Kit’s hand. “You’re not an intrusion, Kittner. This is your marriage,” she assured her young lover. 

Jenny breathed a sigh of relief, watching Laren and Kit. Neither one was marshaling their defenses, even though she knew both women had the dire need to do so. “So what first? Skiing?”

Kit nodded enthusiastically. “I’d love to give it a shot again. But can I finish my breakfast first?” she asked, half-scolding.

Jenny grinned sheepishly. “Yeah. Sorry. I’d just forgotten how much you can pack away,” she teased. 

“You should try it,” Laren put in. “You’re losing more mass everyday. I remember when I was getting baggy in my drawers you made me high calorie milkshakes so I wouldn’t waste away. You should let me do the same for you, Averone,” she said protectively. 

“I agree,” Kit ganged up on her. “I was just thinking you’re looking too thin.”

“Point taken,” Jenny acquiesced, going to the replicator. She keyed in commands and a vanilla milkshake appeared. “My own recipe,” she informed them. “Now, if I drink this, do you both promise not to nag me the rest of the day about food?”

“Cross our hearts,” Kit replied, swiping her finger over her chest where her heart lay. 

“Good. Can I get you more pancakes, Laren?”

Laren patted her stomach. “Probably better not. Water sports and overeating don’t mix.”

_______________

Detara sent Keh’grang further instructions in encoded messages that on the surface appeared to be simple updates on her daily life, but using the key she had sent, Keh’grang was able to read between the lines. He found his alliance with Katie Torres, which he had initially assumed would be an annoyance, was actually something he could exploit. Katie, after all, was the captain’s daughter, and she could fairly well go where she pleased on the Sato without being questioned.  Keh’grang also had his own level of clearance because he was overseeing the upgrade to the Klingon vessel that Ambassador P’Arth would take through the wormhole. Between the two of them, Keh’grang was able to stroll through some areas of the ship that should have been more secure, noting weaknesses in the Federation’s defenses that Detara had asked him to discover. Katie and Ja’Kir were easily manipulated, since they were never interested in more than each other.

Just this morning, Keh’grang had accessed the hangar where the USS Lenara Kahn was being outfitted, and other than a couple of engineering technicians, no one had been in the hangar except a lone security guard. Keh’grang had engaged him in a friendly conversation, patting Katie Torres on the head and telling the guard that Katie was so proud of her Trill stepmother, that she had wanted her young boyfriend to see the ship that would carry her in the wormhole ceremony. The guard waved them in, and the children wandered around the ship unsupervised while Keh’grang committed everything he saw to memory. The guard had even disclosed that they were getting a new chief of security, or at least, they were interviewing someone for the posting, and how grateful he was because he was sick of pulling so many shifts when everyone else on the crew was on leave. 

Keh’grang had sympathized with the poor fellow, who as it turned out, was engaged to a woman in Kansas that he wasn’t spending enough time with to keep happy. Then under the guise of finding the children in his charge, he deliberately went the opposite direction that Ja’Kir and Katie had gone, so that he could walk the entire periphery of the ship before catching up with them. When no one was within his line of vision, he stuck his head into an access panel on the underside of the ship, made several quick scans of the circuits and wiring inside it with a device similar to a tricorder, and discreetly tucked the data into his pocket. 

Keh’grang also listened intently when P’Arth talked about the goings on aboard the Sato, and he gleaned that with the changing of the security department makeup, there was no more opportune time than now to carry out Detara’s wishes. Everyone seemed to be distracted by something, and very little attention was given to the vessel Keh’grang was interested in. 

The chime to his quarters sounded, and Keh’grang quickly cleared his workstation display of the incriminating missive from Detara. “Come!” he barked. “Ja’Kir, you look like someone killed your pet Targ,” he noted as the young warrior came into his room. 

“Katie is going away,” he said with disgust. “She is being made to visit her human families—Kieran’s and Noah’s,” he reported. 

“How long will she be gone?” Keh’grang tried not to roll his eyes.

“The rest of the week,” Ja’Kir replied miserably. “Of course, I am not welcome to accompany her.”

Keh’grang punched him lightly on the shoulder. “Considering what you’ve been doing with her, do you blame her parents?” he asked, laughing. 

Ja’Kir scowled, but smiled in return. “Not really. Only I haven’t been doing as much as I would like,” he admitted. 

Keh’grang’s teeth glittered. “The humans have a saying. ‘Good things come to those who wait.’ And Klingons have a similar saying: ‘The warrior who diligently sharpens his blade is victorious in battle.’ You would do well to heed the wisdom of your elders, Ja’Kir.” He nodded emphatically. “I was patient with Detara, and now she is my oath bound mate.”

Fool, Ja’Kir thought, she chose you to anger my mother, nothing more. “I am being patient. It’s just that the last couple of times we’ve been together, I could tell Katie is much more willing. I no longer have to persuade her to accept my advances. I feel as though we’ve broken through some sort of barrier, and I don’t want that progress to reverse itself,” he said contemplatively. 

“Ah, young warrior,” Keh’grang chuckled knowingly, “absence is a potent aphrodisiac. She leaves in the morning?”

Ja’Kir nodded.

“Then give her an experience today that will linger in her mind, something that will make her miss you. When she comes back, you will find her more than eager for your affections,” Keh’grang counseled him. 

____________________

The girls had spent the morning on the lake, taking turns skiing and spotting one another. They went back to the lake house to shower and have lunch before deciding how to spend the afternoon. It was beastly humid in Michigan for May, though the water of Loon Lake was quite cold. The lake would warm up in late June, but by then, it was possible the Sato would be gone again. Kit and Laren were in the kitchen, putting lunch together while Jenny showered last.

“I had a good time this morning,” Kit commented as she programmed the replicator for the ingredients of a salad. “Thanks for inviting me to come.”

Laren was stirring sweetener into the iced tea. “Jenny thought you and I should spend some time together,” she replied absently. 

Kit bristled, but forced herself to delay her reaction. “So this was Jenny’s doing? You’re just going along with it to please her?”

Laren lay down the wooden spoon she was using to mix the sugar into the tea. She turned and took Kit’s hands. “That came out wrong, Kittner. I wanted to do this, too. I know things have been distant between us. I—want this situation to work. I don’t want it to be as fragmented as it feels,” Laren implored her lover, brushing her lips over Kit’s. 

Kit kissed her back tentatively at first, then more certainly, her body reacting to the memory of how it felt to be with Ro Laren. The spark ignited almost immediately, then, both women exploring one another’s kiss, clutching at one another’s bodies. Kit pressed Laren against the cabinetry, kissing her deeply, tongue eager in the Bajoran’s mouth. Laren had to consciously fight the instinct to push Kit away, but it was only there a moment before Laren was awash in the sensations of Kit’s hands cradling Laren’s buttocks, Kit’s knee pressing between Laren’s thighs. Laren’s restraint was the next casualty, and Kit’s fleeting kisses over Laren’s throat made the Bajoran ache with passion. 

Laren, though smaller than Kit, was just as strong, and she unleashed her own aggression, moving Kit back against the kitchen sink, nipping at her ears and jaw line with careful teeth. Jenny had come out of the ensuite, and was just about to ask what they were having for lunch when she stepped through the archway to see her lovers practically tearing each other’s clothes off. She didn’t hesitate, dropping her towel on a chair and padding across the floor in her bare feet, slipping up behind Ro Laren’s back. Jenny slid her hands around Laren’s waist and carefully lifted Laren’s shirt, hands skating over the warmth of Laren’s belly.

Laren realized with a sudden gasp that Kit’s hands were squeezing her ass, and Jenny’s hands were cupping her breasts. She could feel Jenny pressed against her back and Kit’s kiss, and the effect was dizzying. She groaned into Kit’s mouth as Jenny began to fondle her nipples, the sharpness of the arousal instantaneous. Kit broke their kiss, breathing raggedly and trying to speak. “Jenny, which bedroom has the biggest bed?” she managed to ask.

Jenny wordlessly took both of them by the hand and led them downstairs where there were several bedrooms. The downstairs of the house was partly below ground, and so it was dark and cool in the back bedrooms, where there were no windows. Jenny and Kit slowly undressed Ro Laren, then Jenny helped Kit out of her shorts and muscle shirt and underwear. Kit drew them both down on the bed, all three women tangled together in softness and warmth.

Laren was stunned at how seamless the lovemaking was with both of them, how natural it felt to divide her attentions and to be pleasured by two lovers. It was overwhelming, but in a very good way. There was no awkwardness as she had expected, no need to ask who would touch whom and where as she had imagined. There was only Jenny and Kit, and her raging desire for them both, and the willingness of all three women to please one another. Laren found the dynamic enthralling when it was her turn to do the loving, as though she and Jenny were a team whose sole purpose was to make Kit beg for more, and then to deliver that moreness. Laren sat against the headboard, leaning against it, Kit resting against her. Jenny was going down on Kit, and Laren could clearly see Jenny’s tongue flicking over Kit’s clitoris, at the same time she held Kit and fondled Kit’s breasts. Kit was squirming and panting Jenny’s name, and Laren kissed Kit’s ear, whispering in it “Prophets Kit, watching her suck your clit is making me crazy.” Kit climaxed almost the second the words were out of Laren’s mouth, arching back against Laren’s body, feeling herself poured out. 

Before she had even half-recovered she turned over, pulling Laren down the mattress so the Bajoran was lying on her back flat on the bed. Kit thrust her fingers into Laren’s opening, finding her therat, stroking the ridges suggestively, easing in and out of Laren’s walls. And then Laren discovered the advantage of having two lovers. Kit pulled them both onto their sides while Jenny crawled up behind Laren’s back. As Jenny moved, she lifted Laren’s leg and draped it over Kit’s hip, giving Kit complete access to Laren’s external clitoris. Jenny slipped her own fingers inside Laren then, where she could rub and squeeze the therat, and occasionally allow a fingertip to stray over the internal part of Laren’s clitoris. 

Kit saw Laren’s eyes roll back in her head as Jenny began to thrust rhythmically into Laren’s cavity, simultaneously stimulating the therat and rubbing against Laren’s clitoris on the depth of the penetration. Kit intensified her own touch then, driving Laren to a blinding orgasm that made the Bajoran shout so loudly, the walls shook. It took both Kit and Jenny to anchor Laren’s body, the climax was so powerful. Laren’s mind had ceased to process information, and by the time she returned to her senses, Kit was lying on her back with Jenny straddling her mouth, riding Kit’s tongue and clutching the rail of the headboard. 

Laren moved behind Jenny, entering her from beneath Jenny’s buttocks, so that Jenny’s own rocking motion controlled the penetration of Laren’s fingers. Jenny’s body was rigid, muscles standing out in sharp relief against her tanned skin, and Laren felt the way Jenny filled the Bajoran’s hand with fluid heat. Laren used it to lubricate her ring finger and slipped it into Jenny’s puckered opening, which made Jenny shriek and shudder. Kit trapped her clitoris then, devouring it wildly, and Jenny came with her hands splayed on the wall and Laren inside her, gasping and groaning as she trembled in ecstasy. 

They slept tangled together until the afternoon heat finally penetrated the back of the house, and they woke up to realize they had never eaten lunch. Jenny decided they should all go back to Florida, so that the whole family would be gathered when Emily returned from her last day in court. 

Emily sat in a corner of Gerry’s living room beside Lenara, curled up with her head in the Trill’s lap, silent and withdrawn, exhausted from facing her former captors. No one tried to intrude on her silence, but nearly everyone stooped down to kiss her cheek or take her hand for a few moments. Ro Laren could only describe Emily as “washed-out looking”, she was so pale and tired. Most of the evening, Lenara talked quietly to her, trying to shore up her resolve to see the trial through to the end. Laren wanted to say something to her—anything—but the right words never seemed to come. 

Kit had, in Laren’s estimation, monopolized Jenny’s time from the second the three women arrived from Michigan. Kit seemed almost as withdrawn and worn as Emily, and Jenny, who was finally acting almost normal, turned her attention to pampering Kit, amid apologies for Jenny’s own lack of involvement and assistance with Emily. Laren watched the two women, growing increasingly self-conscious as their body language became more intimate. Laren’s brain was simultaneously overloaded with the images of the afternoon she had spent in bed with the two women, and now her emotions were jumbled and conflicted.

“You’re going to burn a hole through Jenny’s back,” Robin Wildman advised the Bajoran, easing down into the floor where Laren sat cross-legged. 

Laren met her gaze, but only shrugged.

Robin studied the woman’s angular face, assessing her mood. “You’ve gotten pretty cozy in Michigan, haven’t you? Settling in with Jen’s family?” she asked pointedly.

“They like me,” Laren replied defensively, tracing her fingertip over the pattern of the living room carpet and averting her eyes from Robin’s. “And it’s been good for Jenny to be with them,” she added hastily, her dark eyes flashing in warning. Robin had a tendency to pry, Laren felt, and she was in no mood to have her intentions probed. Jenny had been doing enough of that all on her own.

Robin sighed softly, touching Ro’s thigh. “Your face is as transparent as glass, Laren,” she said quietly. “I recognize that look because I identify with the sentiment behind it.”

“So you’ve said,” Laren grumbled. “Damn it, Robbie, I know logically they’re married. I know Jenny loves Kit. So why do I want to smash Kit’s face, right now?” she demanded, frustrated at her own emotions. “I used to feel that way about Kit, and now it’s all about Jenny,” she complained. “I don’t know how to control it, or channel it. I only know that Jenny feels like—” she cut herself off, knowing she’d said too much.

“Like what?” Robin prodded her. “Like your wife?” she asked knowingly, her electric blue eyes dimming with sympathy. 

Laren bit her lip. “Yeah,” she admitted. “And Kit feels like a threat.”

“Well, if you’re starting to think of Jenny as exclusively your partner, then Kit is a threat, because clearly, Kit and Jenny don’t share your perspective,” Robin pointed out. Drawing on her own experience to try and help the Bajoran, she tried to think back to the beginning of her relationship with the three women she had married.  “Even after the four of us were lovers,” she recalled, “there were times when I felt jealousy. It got easier, and the jealous bouts were fewer and farther between the longer we were together, but it was pretty hard in the beginning. There was always that fear in my mind that Lenara would leave me for Naomi,” she related, picking a thread off of her blue jeans. 

“How did you manage not to kill one of them?” Laren asked half-seriously, glancing across the living room and into the kitchen, where Jenny and Kit were flirting with one another. 

Robin chuckled. “When I felt left out, I sought out one of them—Kieran, if I felt like Naomi and Lenara were the closed couple, or sometimes I would go off alone and try to distract myself with something else. But my wives are all very conscious of the dynamic, and whenever I would start feeling neglected, it never failed that one of them approached me. Usually Naomi,” she added thoughtfully. “I think more than anyone else, Naomi saw the necessity of balance between us all, and she knew how to manage my insecurities.”

Laren toyed with her shoelaces, scowling. “I am pretty well left to my own managing,” she advised.

“No,” Robin disagreed, “you’re not. You’re just not reaching out to Emily or Kit. I know things are terse with you and Kit right now. She’s very protective of Kieran, and you have to make allowances for that,” she counseled.

“You mean I should sever my friendship with P’Arth?” Laren asked indignantly.

“Not at all,” Robin replied, hugging her knees to her chest and rocking slightly. “I meant that you should expect some resistance from Kit, that’s all. And you should know you’re on fairly thin ice with her right now. And that’s not just about P’Arth, either,” she explained.

“What else?” Laren asked warily, brushing her bangs back from her forehead. 

Robin chose her words carefully. “She’s competitive, Laren, to a fault. She’s improved since graduating from the Academy, but the root is still firmly in the soil. While she’s grateful you rescued Jenny and Emily, she’s also feeling you overshadowed her in doing so,” Robin stated plainly. She stretched her arms out wide, leaning against the hearth of the empty fireplace, feeling her vertebrae align themselves until the artificial ones made a soft sound. Robin remembered well how Kit had struggled with her self-esteem and how it was so closely tied to her competitive nature. Losing, for Kit, at anything regardless of how trivial, used to put Kit in a tailspin of self-loathing.

Laren balked at the observation. “That was not my intention, and you know it. All I cared about was the girls,” she defended herself. “I don’t give a damn about commendations and medals,” she spat the words out.

Robin grinned. “Just like Kieran doesn’t, and that similarity is probably a good part of why Kit loves you. You’re a lot like Kieran,” she said, chuckling at Laren’s astonished expression. “Don’t tell me it’s never occurred to you, Ro,” she scolded. “Because you’d have to be dense as duranium not to see that you’re the same sort of icon in Kit’s mind that Kieran has always been. Of course she fell in love with you. If Kieran hadn’t adopted her, she’d have fallen for Kieran, too.”

Laren nodded. “Kit told me she was in love with Kieran, in a teenager crush sort of way, when she met her.”

Robin wrapped her arms around her knees again, leaning forward. “It was cute,” she commented. “I watched that whole relationship evolve through Kit’s eyes, because I was her therapist, and it was a very interesting transformation to watch Kit’s adoration change from a hero worship/romantic love to a hero worship/maternal love. Her love for you is still in the romantic hero neighborhood,” she teased lightly, “in case you had any doubts.”

Laren smirked. “Yeah, well, I would hope she doesn’t have maternal feelings for me. Your family is already like some Greek tragedy, you know.”

Robin laughed out loud. “Laren, you only know about Greek theater because Jenny is trying to give you some culture,” she needled the Bajoran. “But as far as distraction goes, you seemed like you did fairly well when Kit got involved with the girls again. Why is this different?”

“I don’t honestly know,” Laren admitted. “You’re the shrink, you tell me. Kit and Jenny and I were—together—today. If felt right, and natural, and now I’m watching them and feeling left out, some how.” 

“Maybe because you risked your life to save Jenny, and it feels like a betrayal for her to go back to Kit and Emily?” Robin supplied, seeing that her words resonated for her friend. 

Laren nodded slowly. “Maybe. I mean, when I risked my career to find Kieran and Seven, I didn’t truly feel like this life was mine, yet—sort of like I was living a borrowed life, if you know what I mean,” she offered. “Now I feel more at home in my world, and there’s a lot to lose.”

“And you risked that for Jenny and Emily,” Robin concluded. “I can see how you’d feel possessive, in a sense, of Jenny. The problem is,” she nudged the Bajoran, “it will wreck everything unless you get over it.”

Laren sighed gustily. “Yeah. I know.” She glanced over at Kit and Jenny, noting that Jenny had slid into Kit’s lap, and Kit was holding her loosely about the waist. They were talking softly, and Jenny had such an earnest expression, Laren knew she was telling Kit something deeply personal. The knowledge registered in the pit of her gut, and she launched herself off the floor. “I need some air,” she muttered. “Excuse me,” she said off-handedly to Robin as she headed for the door. 

Emily sat up, kissing Lenara’s cheek. “I need to go talk to her, Mom,” she explained, nodding in the direction of Laren’s retreating form. 

Lenara smiled faintly. “Okay, honey,” the gentle Trill agreed, thinking Emily would have to run if she intended to catch the Bajoran. 

Kit was talking quietly to Jenny, urging her to understand. “I know how you and Laren feel about each other,” she was saying, “but Emily is so hurt, Jen.”

“By my being with Laren?” Jenny didn’t understand.

Kit shook her head. “No, Corinne, by Laren’s indifference to her. This whole thing has shaken her just as much as it did you, baby,” Kit said tenderly to her wife. “And Emily needs Laren’s strength just as you did. That’s why we have to do this, don’t you see?”

“You think if we’re together Laren will reach out to Emily?” Jenny clarified.

“I’m sure of it,” Kit said with authority. “And besides, you said yourself Laren is getting too attached to her exclusivity with you.”

Jenny stiffened. “I didn’t say that, Kyle, not in those words,” she protested. “Laren is fragile right now, just as I was when she rescued me,” she argued. “I don’t want to push the envelope with her just yet. I’m afraid she won’t be able to stretch that far.”

Kit set her jaw defiantly. “Maybe you’re the one attached to the exclusivity. She and Emily just left together,” she pressed her wife, commingling reason and guilt to press the issue with Jenny. 

Jenny relented, though she was reluctant to believe that pushing Laren in Emily’s direction would help with anything. And she wasn’t really feeling at ease with the idea of being sexual with anyone without Laren being there. But she had kept herself apart from Kit and Emily, and Kit had been left to bear the burden of Emily’s trauma alone, without help from Jenny or from Laren. Jenny had become so conditioned to doing what Ni’vhat wanted in her short captivity, it was difficult for her to reason through any sort of emotional pressure, and it was much easier to succumb. “Okay,” she breathed hesitantly. “Let’s go home.”

The darkness was oppressive with humidity, and Laren was instantly thirsty as she pushed through the screen door of the Thompson’s porch and into the night air. Cypress trees cast ghostly shadows around the grounds as the craggy fingers of hanging moss fragmented the moonlight, and the scent of lemons and grapefruits hung in the nearly nonexistent breeze. 

Emily snagged two glasses of iced tea as she followed Laren, sidling up beside the brooding woman. “It’s warm, don’t you think?” she commented, handing a frosty glass to Laren.

“I was just wishing I had a cold drink,” Laren marveled at Emily’s clairvoyance. 

“Moba fruit tea,” Emily explained. “I’ve gotten addicted to it, since you came to live with us.” 

Laren grinned, sipping the tart beverage. “I knew it would grow on you, just like I did. We’re both acquired tastes,” she joked. 

Emily slipped her free hand into Laren’s, squeezing gently. “You’re not,” she protested mildly. “I liked you right away,” she contended, smiling up at the taller Bajoran with the ink black eyes. “Where were you headed?”

Laren shrugged. “Nowhere. Anywhere but here,” she added grimly, wandering down the path toward the manatee preserve.

“You can’t watch them together,” Emily stated more than asked, keeping pace with Laren’s gait. “Kit and Jenny.”

“Does it ever bother you?” Laren asked instead of answering, conscious of Emily’s hand in her own as they walked along, not entirely comfortable with the contact. 

Emily considered. “Rarely. When I’m feeling lonely, I guess, it can be harder than usual. But I also know they love me, and if I only reach out to them, they will reach back. You need to do the same with Kit and me, when Jenny isn’t focused on you exclusively,” Emily said gently. “I hope that’s not too forward of me to say,” she amended instantly, afraid she’d overstepped her bounds. “It’s just that—”

“What?” Laren asked, not meeting Emily’s eyes.

“Sometimes I think you’re avoiding me,” Emily admitted. “Ever since the rescue.” She tried not to hold her breath waiting for Laren to reply, but her step had slowed perceptibly.

Laren stopped abruptly, giving Emily a meaningful look. “If I have it hasn’t been conscious, Ems,” Laren promised. “I’ve been focused on Jenny, because she needed so much from me. I think though, somewhere along the way, I started needing that focus from her, too. And now that it’s shifting away again, I don’t know what to do. It’s so painful, sometimes, I have to run away from it,” she realized, stepping onto the dock.

“Does Jenny know you feel that way?” Emily asked quietly, matching Laren’s stride again.

“Yes,” Laren affirmed. “She gets pretty annoyed at me, I think, but I’m just being honest about how I feel. I don’t know how to not feel that way,” she confessed, frustrated by it. 

Emily nodded, walking along the creaking wooden planks beside the manatee preserve. “I remember when Jenny and I first fell in love, how for me, the rest of the world really stopped existing,” she recalled. “Sometimes, even Kit stopped existing. Jenny had to rein me in, make me conscious of including Kit. I wanted to just go off with Jenny, have her to myself. And I know she felt the same about me, but Naomi was directing us both, making sure we didn’t let the group dynamic fall apart,” she explained. “It’s a tough balance to strike.”

Laren grimaced. “Tell me about it. I got accustomed to being needed. Now she needs to reach out to you and Kit, it seems, to try to get her equilibrium back.”

“And her need makes your equilibrium disappear,” Emily sympathized. “I know it’s hard, Laren, but don’t forget, Jenny is in love with you. And you are her hero, on so many levels. It’s hard not to fall in love with someone who rescues you,” she said absently. “It’s like the fairytales you read as a child, where the princess has a knight come to save her from the dragon. The happily ever after part is where the damsel in distress loses her heart to the champion.”

Laren gave her a quizzical look. “I never read stories like those,” she admitted. 

“I could show you—holonovels on the holodeck. All kids do the fairytale ones growing up—well, except poor kids like me. I never saw a holodeck until I went to the Academy,” she amended. “But I know the stories, just the same, and I know the feeling of being so grateful to someone that you can’t help but fall in love,” she sighed without meaning to, her breath floating on the humid salt air.

Laren pulled them up short, catching an undercurrent in Emily’s tone. “Ems—” she began, an apologetic protest on the tip of her tongue.

“Don’t,” Emily stopped Laren’s words with fingertips. “I don’t expect you to understand, or feel anything back,” she promised urgently, gazing into eyes as dark as her own. “I didn’t mean to make this about me.”

“I didn’t mean to be insensitive, either,” Laren replied, taking Emily’s hands in her own. They stood there in the puddle of light from the moon overhead, breathing together, searching for that common thread that had been so readily there before the abduction. “You have been so kind to me,” Laren added, her voice catching in her throat. “When we went to Indiana at Christmas, I started to feel so connected to you—to all of you. But I was so in love with Kit, I couldn’t quite see myself with you or with Jenny, then. After the Cardies took you, I was sure I felt more than friendship for you both. My heart is there, Emily,” she said, confused. 

“But your head isn’t reconciled with your heart?” Emily asked, trying to understand. 

“I guess that’s it,” Laren confirmed. “I feel love for all of you. I am attracted to each of you. But I don’t know how to shut off the objections in my brain about it all.” She searched Emily’s eyes with an air of quiet desperation, wishing there was a way to make her understand. 

Emily squeezed Laren’s hands gently. “I think I understand a little of what you’re feeling,” she sympathized. “I know when Kit and I broke up, it hurt so much, I was afraid to love anyone again. And when I realized I was in love with Jenny, I was frightened and afraid to trust that she could ever really love me back, even after she and Kit approached me about getting involved with them both. I walked around in a cold sweat for a month, even though we were married, because it was just so much vulnerability to give my heart to two people,” she recalled. 

“Exactly,” Laren nodded emphatically. “It’s such an awful sense of emotional nakedness, loving all of you. And the idea of being sexual with all of you at once terrifies me,” she confessed. “And in a really bizarre way, it’s because I do love you all that I am afraid. Sex without meaning is easy—I can just be in the physical moment then. But with you and Jenny and Kit, I have to be emotionally present, because I respect you each too much to ever touch you sexually from a state of detachment. Does that make sense?”

Emily smiled warmly at the Bajoran’s earnest expression. “Perfect sense, Averone.” She kissed Laren’s cheek tenderly, lingering over the sensation. “It takes total surrender to be lovers with anyone if you’re in love, but to be in love with more than one person at one time—”

Laren hugged her close, glad finally to be able to make the point. “It just makes you feel smaller and smaller, somehow,” she asserted. “Like the relationship is so much bigger than me, I might disappear in it.”

Emily tugged her along, resuming their walk along the pier that skirted the periphery of the entire preserve. “In fact, even though it feels like it will swallow you up, I promise you, Laren, you will find more of who you are in the fanu’tremu than you can begin to imagine. It actually makes you larger, more defined, and it adds dimensions to your consciousness you would never expect.”

“What made you decide to try this lifestyle?” Laren asked quietly, plucking a weed from the water’s edge and tasting its stem.

Emily grinned. “I had to be with Jenny. It was that simple. I was desperately, passionately in love with her. I cared less about getting hurt than I did about being her lover,” she admitted. “But then, you understand what that’s like, because that’s how you feel about her now.”

“Yeah. I said I’d never be able to love anyone but Kit, and look at me now,” she agreed. 

Emily quirked an eyebrow. “Actually, the way you and Kit have been acting, it doesn’t seem like you feel that way about her now. She’s even told me she thinks you don’t love her anymore.”

Laren shook her head. “It hasn’t been me, Ems. It’s Kit. She is so angry with me for getting closer to Jenny, and for being friends with P’Arth, she’s nearly hostile to me. How can I be loving toward her, when she glowers at me all the time?” she asked, sighing. “But we’ve made some strides in the department, I think. I was able to reconnect with Kit today, in fact,” she admitted.

“With Jenny too?” Emily inquired, sounding hopeful but also alarmed.

“Yes,” Laren affirmed. “Maybe that’s why I’m so off balance now. I’m feeling pretty damned exposed,” she admitted. “How do I relax with it all?”

Emily’s shoulders slumped suddenly, and the energy seemed to drain away from her. “I don’t know,” she replied tiredly. “I’m not the one to ask about any of this. My mother is the expert on multiple partner marriages. I’m at peace with my marriage, but that doesn’t mean I truly understand all the intricacies that make it work. And Kit is a very complex person,” she admitted. “She has more baggage than a transport class vessel,” she added. “It’s not easy to be involved with her, or to know what she needs at any given time. It’s a lot of work.” She considered momentarily. “Love with anyone is work, in the long run.”

“Work I can handle,” Laren replied. “Emotion is another matter altogether.” She studied Emily’s face, noting the dark circles beneath her eyes and the way they dulled with exhaustion. “You’re worn out, Averone,” she said, shifting her focus from herself to her companion. “Was it awful at the trial today?”

The kindness in Laren’s tone knifed through Emily, who was barely holding herself together to begin with. The news that her wives had slept with Laren earlier weighed on her, played on her insecurities. She nodded slowly. “It was pretty horrid. In fact, they’ve been letting me break my testimony into short time blocks, and filling in other witnesses in between to spell me.”

“Why wouldn’t you let us be there for you, Dre’on?” she asked softly, touching Emily’s cheek with her elegantly long fingers. “We’re your friends—your family, Ems.”

Emily leaned her forehead against Laren’s shoulder, too spent to explain. “Some things aren’t meant to be shared, that’s all,” she replied. “Mom and Jenny aren’t strong enough to deal with what I had to tell the court,” she added regretfully. “This whole ordeal has already interfered with Mom’s pregnancy, and I was afraid if she attended the trial, she might lose the baby.”

Laren held Emily gently, stroking her soft, dark hair. “Your mom seems fine, Ems. She looks like any pregnant woman,” she argued. “The baby is fine.”

“No,” Emily disagreed. “Laren, a Trill’s gestation period is only supposed to last five months. Mom got pregnant before Christmas. She should have delivered by now,” she worried. 

Laren kissed Emily’s forehead. “Honey, she mated with a Ktarian-human hybrid. The average gestation period for those three species is considerably longer than five months. Doctor Pulaski doesn’t seem worried, and Lenara says her checkups have been normal. The baby is a bit larger than most Trill offspring, but that’s because it’s been in utero longer than a Trill fetus would be.”

“I still worry,” Emily admitted. “Mom looks so frail, right now. And she’s been working too hard and grieving too much. I couldn’t subject her to more stress, Laren. You understand that, don’t you?” she gazed into Laren’s dark eyes, pleading for someone to validate her feelings. “And there are things about our captivity Jenny doesn’t know, and I don’t think she’s strong enough to find out. It’s too risky.” Emily searched Laren’s eyes, looking for support.

“Okay,” Laren acquiesced. “But I’ve been captive to the Cardies myself, and there’s no celestial reason you can’t tell me what happened.” Laren took her face in both hands, peering intently at her. “Emily, Naomi says that the way to open ourselves to one another is to disclose things to each other that make us vulnerable, things that force us to trust. Jenny did that with me. She told me the details of what Ni’vhat did to her. It made us close. It brought us to the place we are now, in love and committed to one another.”

Emily’s heart tugged at her. “You want me to open myself to you the way Jenny did?” she asked, encouraged by the sentiment.

Laren swallowed her fear. “I can’t make a lot of promises, but I do want to try to be closer to you. I do promise to listen, and to do whatever I can to help you deal with your trauma.”

Emily thought it over. Eventually everyone would know anyway, and maybe this was the inroad to Ro Laren’s heart. “Let’s go to the beach, where we can relax and be alone. The ocean always makes me feel safe, somehow,” she decided. 

_______________

Katie Torres entered the holodeck dressed in a traditional Klingon woman’s gown, complete with a leather and iron breastplate that left her chest bare. B'Elanna Lessing had grudgingly agreed to the outfit, but only because she knew Keh’grang was chaperoning her daughter and Ja’Kir for the formal dinner Ja’Kir had invited Katie to attend. It wasn’t B'Elanna’s intent to encourage Katie in either the Klingon ways or in her infatuation for the newly ascended young warrior, but B'Elanna felt as though she would only make things worse if she tried to keep Katie and Ja’Kir apart. Kieran and she had discussed the budding romance between the children, and both women agreed that a little reverse psychology was in order. Perhaps if they stopped fighting the inevitable, it would become less inevitable. And besides, B'Elanna had reasoned, Katie was going off to the relatives after school tomorrow. Ja’Kir would be out of the picture for the foreseeable future. 

Katie was enchanted by the grotesquely ornate table laid before her, with the heavy chalices and thick plates of a Klingon who lived in relative wealth. Stout candles burned in a decorative centerpiece, and bloody steaks of an unidentified raw meat glistened wetly beneath the light from the dripping wax cylinders. Ja’Kir pulled out Katie’s chair for her, seating her by his side, and Keh’grang served the youngsters, playing along with the “date” atmosphere. 

After the meal was presented to them, Keh’grang left them to their own devices, which was his version of chaperoning. He had other tasks to attend to, and found the hangar where the USS Lenara Kahn was housed empty of Sato crew. Keh’grang was free to roam about for quite some time before anyone came into the hangar, and the second the security guard climbed the ramp of the ship to make his rounds, Keh’grang stole away unnoticed. He had all the information Detara required, now.

While Ja’Kir had succeeded in impressing Katie with dinner, the after-dinner experience to remember was not something Katie could have ever anticipated. Ja’Kir presented her with a wooden box carved with Klingon symbols, and set it before her at the table.

“This was my father’s,” Ja’Kir explained. “I want you to have it, as a token of what you mean to me,” he said quietly, watching intently as Katie lifted the heavy lid.

“Oh, Ja’Kir,” she gasped, “this is beautiful.” She lifted the kut’luch by it’s bolster, examining the metalwork. Most kut’luchs had a hidden tang that was surrounded by the grip, but this one had a gleaming, visible tang that made it unusual and unique. Katie studied it, felt its weight in her hand. She shook her head. “No. This is too valuable. It’s a family heirloom. I can’t accept it,” she protested. 

Ja’Kir came around to her side of the table, setting aside the assassin’s blade. “If you become part of my family, Katie, then it will remain a family heirloom. If we promise on our honor that we will take the Oath one day, then I will know this kut’luch will never leave my father’s house,” he said solemnly.

Katie studied his expression, her brain racing. “Ja’Kir, I’m flattered, but I am nowhere near old enough to consider such things. Even if I were trained in the ways of the warrior, I would not be old enough for first rites. Please, don’t ask me to accept this, and don’t force me to reject you,” she pleaded earnestly, closing the lid to the case with an air of resignation.

He pulled her upright to face him, gathering her into his sinewy arms. “Stop thinking like a human,” he said insistently. “Think like the Klingon that you are. Stop listening to your mothers and to Geejay, and listen to your Klingon heart,” he asserted arrogantly. “Promise me, Katie. Promise we will take the Oath,” he urged her.

Katie tried to twist free of his embrace, but he held her there until she was frantic to escape his grasp. He let her go then, laughing derisively to himself as she fled the holodeck. 

Katie startled her parents as she dashed into their quarters, looking as though she’d seen a ghost. She told her mother that the dinner had upset her stomach, and that she just needed to lie down. B'Elanna knew there was more to the look on Katie’s face than the after effects of raw steak, but she didn’t press her daughter. Besides, the twins were running around screeching like owls, Kelsey was refusing to abide by his bedtime, and Katie was, as usual, lost in the shuffle of more demanding children. 

_______________

Naomi Wildman sat on the couch in Gerry Thompson’s house with Kieran holding her, both women facing the others in the room, listening quietly to the conversation. Lenara and Robin were explaining the wormhole project to Gretchen Janeway, and although the science was beyond her, the implications of the wormhole politically and socially were not. Gretchen had spent a good number of years married to Edward Janeway, and although he rarely brought his work home with him from Starfleet, Gretchen coaxed enough information out of him to know a thing or two about interplanetary relations. 

Naomi adored her grandmother, and she loved her father-in-law just as much. She appreciated that both of them were possessed of a keen enough intellect to not only understand the wormhole project, but to take pride in the fact that their family was intimately involved with Lenara Kahn Wildman, and therefore, shared the limelight with her for this monumental accomplishment. And both Gerry and Gretchen were clearly genuine in their own interest. 

Kit and Jenny had gone back to the Sato for the night, thinking that Laren and Emily were busy with one another, and that Emily would be safe with Laren. Naomi was only half-heartedly listening to her wives describing the placement of the wormhole and the tension it had caused between the Klingon Empire and the Romulans. Naomi’s mind was wandering, thinking back to the time she and Kieran had first fallen in love, and how hard they had fought to be together, defying Kathryn, enlisting the help of the Qianian government to take asylum on Qian, pitting themselves against the world when they returned to Voyager. It seemed a lifetime ago, as did all the events in the Delta Quadrant, yet tonight, for some inexplicable reason, the memories had come flooding back to Naomi. 

She remembered quite distinctly the emotion she felt then, the certainty of her love for Kieran, the finality of it. She could see herself again, standing in their guest quarters bedroom on Qian, staring at the tangled sheets of their bed, the room filled with the sounds of Kieran in the shower, singing, and the aroma of their lovemaking thick in the air around her. Naomi had secreted away the wedding rings she’d had made that afternoon, knowing without any doubt that she and Kieran would be wedded someday. She had stood there, surveying the trappings of their relationship—their clothing cast aside in the haste of new passion, practically ripped from one another’s bodies, the tangled bedding they had made love in, and Kieran’s voice mingled with the sound of the water falling against the tiles. 

Naomi lay her arms over Kieran’s, hugging them closer to her waist, and she felt Kieran reflexively hug her back. Kieran nuzzled the strawberry blonde hair with a gentle kiss, and Naomi sighed with contentment. She turned in Kieran’s embrace, just enough to make eye contact with her wife, stretching to kiss her sweetly. Always, and only you, she thought to herself. She had believed it with every fiber of her being when she told Kieran that’s how she felt. Looking around the room now, she was equally certain this was the destiny they had always had in store for them, and the love she felt for Robin and Lenara, strong as it was, still never eclipsed the love she felt for Kieran. It served to enrich and expand that love, to multiply it, rather than detracting from it. In loving Robin and Lenara, Naomi had found that her love for Kieran, oddly enough, was even more passionate and encompassing than when they had become lovers on Qian. Kieran understood it, accepted it, and embraced it just as fully as Naomi had. They had both grown so much since those early days of exploration and pent up need. The surrender of control had come to mean something entirely different for the Wildmans, where it had initially only meant letting one another find their happiness. 

When Naomi considered the people they had been then, she was stunned that they were able to reach so far, to change so much in such a short time. She remembered a time when she told Kieran she reveled in Kieran’s jealousy, that she craved Kieran’s possessiveness of her. She had learned the world through the eyes of Kathryn Janeway and Seven of Nine, a world that had only monogamy as an option. And Kieran Thompson-Torres had reinforced that worldview, rigid in her relationship with B'Elanna, stolid in her convictions about fidelity and exclusivity. She knew that the reason she and Kieran had learned to see other options was because Naomi was young and impressionable when she met Lenara Kahn, and because Kieran had grown more open minded after losing B'Elanna as a result, in part, of her own inflexibility. 

Reflecting on her own marriage made her concerned for Kit’s marriage in turn, as she had watched the junior wildwomen interacting all evening. Unlike Naomi when she married Kieran,  Ro Laren was not young or impressionable. And Naomi knew that Laren’s experience of nearly losing Kit had not had the impact that Kieran’s divorce had on Kieran. Laren had not been through the gauntlet in a way that would cause her to question her values, and her sense of propriety and honor was every bit as rigid as Naomi’s and Kieran’s had been when they were first married. 

Naomi’s heart ached for Laren, but her instincts as a mental healthcare provider and the numerous discussions she’d had with the Bajoran told her that Laren was not yet capable of the sort of flexibility required by the fanu’tremu, not at this stage in her life. While Naomi’s fanua’thal held out hope for the junior wildwomen, Naomi could not become too attached to the hope. If Laren was not the sort of woman who could make the transition required to embrace an inclusive relationship, Naomi needed to be able to accept that. But then Kieran Thompson had not been the sort of woman who could have embraced an inclusive relationship had Lenara Kahn shown up on Qian. The experiences that Naomi and Kieran shared over the years since Qian had prepared them for their marriage to Robin and Lenara, most notably, Kieran’s accident at the wormhole, and the life she had carried on in that other dimension. 

By comparison, Ro Laren’s conception of the world was limited to brutality and captivity, followed by the blessed relief of finding love and family. That she had been given so little in life predisposed her to cling to the portion she had in her grasp, and the concept of letting go of her control of that meager allotment was enough to terrify the poor Bajoran. Where Naomi’s life had been replete with loving companions on Voyager, and later at the Academy, Laren’s had been barren until Kit Wildman came into her life. Not that other people hadn’t loved Laren when she was aboard Enterprise, but Laren had never allowed herself to let that love near her own heart. For Laren, love had been too great a risk, until Kit found a way to insinuate herself into Laren’s affections, and then Laren had loved Kit begrudgingly. Now Laren found herself staring at love all around her, and the abundance of it made her recoil in fear. 

Similarly, Robin Wildman had felt the same fear when the feelings of her wives had first become apparent. Robin, like Laren, had known the starkness of captivity and abuse, and had suffered at the hands of her own insecurity in her dysfunctional relationships with men and women alike. Luckily for Robin, Naomi realized, her young life had included Kieran Thompson, and the impression Kieran left upon Robin’s heart and soul created the space in Robin’s psyche for the fanu’tremu to take root and grow. 

Naomi settled against Kieran, breathing the peaceful scent of Florida’s salt air. Ro Laren might have to live several lifetimes to amass the experience she would need to be open to Emily, Jenny, and Kit. Like Robin, Laren was trying to start by developing individual relationships with each of the girls. But it had worked with Robin because Naomi and Lenara had been so determined to make it work. Jenny, Kit and Emily were more inclined to offer the relationship and stand back and watch Laren’s reactions. It wasn’t in their nature to push, wheedle, or cajole. Naomi and Lenara had very consciously led Robin to the conclusions they all needed her to reach, and Kieran had joined them in their efforts the moment she was recovered from her injuries. 

It had happened because Lenara and Naomi had refused to accept defeat or let the potential die. Kit, however, had stepped back from Laren again when Laren pulled away to be with Jenny. Naomi could see the error as clearly as the wedding ring on her finger, but she had no wisdom to offer the girls for correcting the error. She was convinced that it was the uniqueness of the women she had married that had allowed the relationship to work. Short of a combination of personalities so dynamic, she had no idea how to guide the junior wildwomen through the process. 

Kieran hugged Naomi closer, breathing the fragrance of her hair as she had done a million times before. “I love you, Na,” she whispered.

Naomi smiled softly to herself. “What made you say it just now?” she asked so that no one else could hear.

Kieran hid her face in Naomi’s shoulder. “I was thinking about Qian,” she admitted. 

Naomi would have been surprised, except that she and Kieran were so frequently on the same wave length, that she wasn’t surprised at all that Kieran had been remembering the same things she had. “What, precisely about Qian?” Naomi asked.

Kieran smiled faintly, remembering. “That night in our room, after we ran into Seven and Kathryn at the restaurant. You gave me a necklace with a heart that said ‘Always and Only You’. I was thinking about that evening, making love and talking and then you giving that to me.”

Naomi chuckled to herself. “No kidding? I was thinking about that very same thing,” she admitted. “I was thinking how amazing it is that you or I ever came to accept a multiple partner marriage,” she confessed. 

Kieran nodded. “Me too. I was rabidly jealous back then. Honestly, I think the only reason I’m not now is because you love me so well and so truly, that I never doubt it, even when I know you’re making love with Robbie or Lenara,” she confided. 

“Have you ever felt like I broke my promise to you?” Naomi asked, voice colored with concern.

“You mean because of the necklace?” Kieran clarified, her soft brown eyes sparkling in the light from the lamp beside the couch.

“Yes,” Naomi confirmed. 

“Not for an instant,” Kieran assured her. “I was the one who broke the promise, Na. I married Robbie and Lenara in that other dimension,” she said, guilt tingeing her tone. She stretched her legs on the couch, Naomi’s delicate bottom firmly between her thighs. 

“I never thought of it that way,” Naomi offered. “I always thought I was the one, because of Lenara, long before you got lost.”

Kieran laughed. “Isn’t that like us? Each shouldering the blame instead of blaming the other,” she realized. “How funny are we?”  She breathed against Naomi’s cheek, kissing it tenderly. “But as far as I’m concerned, neither of us did anything wrong, and so there is no blame, truly, Naomi.” 

Naomi turned completely around to lie against Kieran’s chest. “Are you happy with the way things turned out?” she asked, lifting her lips to kiss the taller woman.

Kieran smiled into their kiss, sighing joyfully. “I am,” she agreed. “I have more than any one person deserves,” she added, glancing around the room. “Wonderful, healthy, accomplished wives, loving and honorable daughters, Cassidy and Cameron, Daddy, friends, an enviable station in my career. And I have our future, Naomi. It’s going to be so splendid, I can just feel it,” she oozed optimism. “Emily and Jenny are going to get past this, and Kit will have her own command before we know it. And you and I will be back in San Francisco, running the school, and raising our children. I hope I haven’t disappointed you, my beloved,” she said apologetically, “making you wait so long for our own kids.”

Naomi kissed her again. “No, I’m not disappointed. Cami is a handful, and the new baby is going to keep me plenty busy, I’m sure. I thought you weren’t so keen on having more, after Lenara gives birth,” she added, testing Kieran’s resolve. 

Kieran smirked. “You know me too well. I have had my misgivings, I admit. I feel like I barely have time to parent Cami, running the ship, and I’ve been reluctant to have more children I’m not available for. But then, you and the Wildwomen know my limitations, and you’ve never faulted me for them,” she said appreciatively. “And you also know I could never deny you anything, Na. If you wanted me to carry your child tomorrow, I would,” she asserted warmly. 

“I’m content to wait. We’re young, we have all the time in the world to have more children if we want,” she allowed, nuzzling Kieran’s cheek. “I admit though, sometimes I wish you could get me pregnant,” she teased.

Kieran shivered at Naomi’s suggestive tone. “Do you, now?” she said quietly. “I figured you’d be more inclined to want that from Robin,” she teased, waggling her eyebrows. “God knows she wears that damned SED all the time, now,” she giggled.

Naomi ignored the barb directed at Robin. “Do you ever wish you could get me pregnant?” she asked with a flick of her eyebrows. 

“I never think about that, so much as making you crazy,” Kieran admitted. “However you’d like me to do it.” 

Naomi pressed her lips against Kieran’s ear. “What if I’d like you to do it now?” she asked saucily. 

Kieran’s heart thudded so hard, Naomi could hear it. “Would you like to go back to the ship?”

Naomi smiled wickedly. “Yes. Hail a transport. I’ll tender our proper good-nights,” she offered, disentangling their limbs and standing up to go. 

_________________

Tigertail beach stretched into the darkness, the white sand glowing in the moonlight. Emily Wildman led Ro Laren down to the water’s edge, where the tide was going out, and spread a blanket on the soft sand. The wind sighed around them, and the roar of the waves crashing on the shoreline lulled Emily into a sense of security. “It’s beautiful here, don’t you think?” she asked absently, slipping her hand into Laren’s.

“It is,” Laren agreed self-consciously. She eased down onto the blanket, waiting for Emily to join her. 

Emily sat down beside her, but said nothing, lost in her own thoughts. She had been holding her emotions in for so long, she really didn’t trust herself to poke at her own wounds for fear of making them split open wide again. 

After a long silence, Laren prodded her gently. “What is it that you don’t want Jenny to find out, Ems?” she asked softly, sliding a comforting arm around the waspish waist of her companion.

Emily grimaced, closing her eyes. Suddenly she was on Cardassia Prime again, in the dank tunnels of the prison camp, where the pained cries and sobbing were incessant, and the stench of sweat and urine permeated everything. She consciously slowed her breathing, tamping down the panic attack that threatened at the memory. She exhaled in a rush, gathering her thoughts. “Jenny thinks—she thinks that she made a deal with Ni’vhat that kept me from being raped—well, at lest, after the first time,” she amended. “She believes that all the awful things Ni’vhat did to her were at least meaningful in the sense that they protected me.”

Laren nodded knowingly. “But they never stopped assaulting you, did they?” she asked.

Emily shook her head. “No, and I couldn’t tell Jenny because after the first time Du’vir raped me, Jenny tried to take his head off and he beat her senseless. I couldn’t risk her getting angry with them, Laren. She would have let them kill her if she thought it exacted some measure of vengeance for what they did to me,” she explained. “A lot of it is a blur, because the days and nights just ran together in my head, if that makes sense,” she continued. “Sort of like a nightmare you can’t wake up from, it seems to go on forever. Minutes can seem like whole days. But then, you know, because you were in one of their camps,” she acknowledged. “I was barely there a week, and you were captive for years, so where do I get off whining,” she chastised herself bitterly.

Laren gathered Emily into her lap, arms locked around her, feeling the sand shifting beneath their blanket and the combined weight of their bodies. “Ems, terror is terror, the length of the abuse isn’t the measure of its impact,” she supplied, hugging the fragile woman closer. “Please, don’t do that to yourself—tell yourself you’re weak because I endured it longer, or whatever you seem to think,” she said fiercely, rocking Emily softly. “Jenny told me that when Du’vir raped you, he did a lot of damage. You bled for days, she said,” Laren supplied, hoping to get Emily talking again.

Emily gazed out over the moonlit waves, gathering her thoughts, choosing her words. “He hurt me pretty badly. If I could have gotten medical treatment, maybe it would have made a difference,” she murmured. “But I couldn’t.” Emily sighed. “He got me pregnant.”

Laren forced herself not to stiffen in surprise, keeping her mind and her reaction as neutral as possible. “And that’s what you can’t tell anyone? You’re having a Cardassian’s baby?” she asked, thinking that might be the most horrible thing of all.

“No,’” Emily corrected her. “What I can’t bring myself to tell them is that because of the assault, I can’t have children,” she finally said. “Du’vir’s baby died, apparently—that’s what Kieran told me. Before they removed my uterus. And now I can’t get pregnant at all,” she said sadly. “Jenny and Kit never really wanted kids,” she continued. “And now they won’t have to have any, because I can’t.” Emily could recall with distinct clarity the night Jenny and Kit proposed to her, and how the two women had assured Emily they would parent with her. From that day on, Emily had spent hours and hours imagining their children, what they would look like, what interests they would have, what personalities. She had imagined play dates with Naomi’s children, days at the beach with Cameron and Chance, parent-teacher conferences, finger painting, Halloween costumes, birthday celebrations. Now when she saw Chance or Cami or Erin, the feeling in her stomach was a gnawing, cavernous one that promised to swallow her up entirely.

Emily fell silent then, and Laren didn’t know what to say. She cradled the smaller woman carefully, overwhelmed with anger and sorrow, the emotions flooding her senses. Emily had always wanted children, had talked endlessly about the future Wildman clan, doted upon the children in the extended family. And now she was barren, and married to two women who would likely not be enthusiastic about carrying a baby.

“Oh, Ems,” she startled herself by breaking down, “I’m so sorry,” she said thickly. “It’s my fault,” she confessed, her composure shattering as she sobbed. “I should have been watching you working on Derna,” she berated herself, “should have stood over you with a phaser to protect you,” she said miserably. “They got you because I fucked up the security detail,” she bawled. “It’s my fault, Ems, and if you want children, I owe you that much. I’ll carry them. I’ll surrogate for you, Emily, just please tell me you forgive me,” she begged, clinging to the younger woman so desperately that Emily’s clothing threatened to tear. 

Emily was stunned at Laren’s emotion, moved at the thought that Laren felt responsible. “Averone,” she said tenderly, “when we were first rescued, you told me you thought this was your fault, and honestly, I thought you were delirious from your own injuries, you were so wrong,” she said consolingly. “This is no one’s fault, Ji’talia,” she assured her. “And you certainly don’t have to carry children for me, though it’s kind of you to offer.” She wiped Laren’s tears away, kissing her cheeks where the droplets had stained the porcelain of Laren’s face. 

Somewhere in the midst of Laren’s misery, in her guilt over the abduction and her upset over Jenny’s overtures toward Kit, Emily’s compassion registered in the core of her being, and kisses of reassurance became tentative kisses of intimacy. Emily’s lips strayed from Laren’s face to her mouth, and the despair both women felt sparked faint traces of desire. Laren felt such a persistent need to be absolved of her crimes that she sublimated the protests that sprang to her mind, the reluctance over loving Jenny forgotten for the moment. She had wondered any number of times what it would feel like to kiss Emily, but she had always shouted down the curiosity in favor of her grip on morality. 

The solitary objection that surfaced was silenced immediately by the thought that after all, wasn’t this what everyone expected? And hadn’t she disappointed them all long enough? Certainly Lenara, Naomi, Kieran and Robin wanted this of her, and clearly, Emily wanted it. Emily had professed being in love with Laren only an hour before, and Jenny had made it painfully obvious that Laren’s only hope of holding her was to join the marriage to Jenny’s wives. In fact, only Cassidy and P’Arth had ever voiced any semblance of comprehension of Laren’s hesitancy. P’Arth had told the Bajoran she was selling herself short to accept Kit’s terms, and at the time, Laren had felt the demands she made of Kit weren’t unreasonable. Now she wasn’t so sure.

Emily pressed Laren back against the blanket, kissing her heatedly, gratified that finally, Laren was allowing her to close the distance between them. If only Emily could make this work between them, then the questions and doubts could finally cease, and the four women could settle into a truly bonded relationship, a fully Trill relationship. Maybe Laren really would be willing to carry Emily’s child, if there were a true marriage between them. Kit and Jenny would be so happy if Emily could bring Laren around to their way of thinking. 

Laren gazed up into Emily’s dark eyes, remembering how she had felt when the younger woman had come up missing, all the regret she had felt for not expressing her love when she’d had the chance. Emily met her eyes, watching them sparkle in the moonlight. “Laren,” she said breathlessly, “I have loved you for so long. I’ve tried to be patient, but you haven’t made it easy,” she told her between kisses. 

Laren felt the surrender within herself, urged it to come, certain now that it was what the woman in the vision had meant for her to do. Emily felt good, she realized, and Jenny’s interest in reconnecting with Kit had lost some of its sting, knowing that even if Jenny didn’t want her, Emily did. The certainty of Emily’s tongue exploring Laren’s lips, seeking entrance to her mouth settled any misgivings Laren felt. She loved Jenny, and this was what Jenny needed from her. It was what Kit and Emily needed. And Laren couldn’t deny that her emotions for all three women were strong, though perhaps not equally so. But that was all right. Emily had been nearly exclusively in love the Jenny at one time. Imbalances were expected, and dealt with. Emily wouldn’t fault her for them, or even feel slighted by them. 

Laren could feel Jenny and Kit, the way the three of them had made love earlier in the day, and suddenly, the notion of including Emily in that mix lost its trepidation. Laren had found herself uncommonly responsive to having two lovers, if exposed and a bit fearful, but the intimacy had been passionate and potent. Laren had been the sort of woman who could go for weeks or months at a time without sex, and never feel any conscious sense of deprivation, but now that the floodgates had opened with Kit and Jenny, the wave came over the spillway, and Emily became part of the tidal whirlpool. Laren offered herself to Emily with purpose, then, allowing all the erotic overtones to become focused and deliberate, concentrating on the energy between them as the arousal deepened and intensified. 

Emily moved against the Bajoran, sensing the boundaries had finally blurred and given way, and finally feeling safe in letting Laren see all the love she had felt for so long. Her eyes filled with tears of relief, and months of worry and unrequited emotion slipped away in Ro Laren’s perfect, delicate kiss. 

_________________

Jenny and Kit had long since gone to their quarters on the Sato, seeking out privacy and a place where they could be alone together for the first time in an eternity. They were caught up in their own fever in the bedroom adjacent to where Emily was now undressing Ro Laren, and the sounds of their lovemaking bled conspicuously through the wall. Emily wisely put on some music, knowing that Laren might be distracted by the activities next door, might lose her focus or become upset if she started thinking about Jenny and Kit. 

Laren closed her eyes tightly, willing herself to be in the moment with Emily, and she had to credit the younger woman: Emily was persuasive and thorough in her seduction. Laren allowed herself to be stripped naked, and reciprocated willingly, her body responsive to Emily’s patient attention. Now she turned her focus to Emily, hoping at the very least to provide comfort and release where she had inflicted such gaping wounds through her own neglect of her duties. 

Time slowed to a near standstill, every moment of touching Emily suspended by a tendril of consciousness, as if Laren were observing it from a distance, curious, contemplative. She experienced each caress as a separate and distinct frame in her mind, the gentle fingers on her back, Emily’s mouth opening beneath hers, Emily’s tongue faintly brushing over her own. Ro Laren had been the sort of lover who got to the point, all her life, at least until Jenny showed her the art of exploring lazily. With Emily, everything was the point in and of itself, the visual, the tactile, the auditory. 

Emily was testing the waters, needing to be certain that Laren’s desire was as honest as her own, finally understanding why Trill took hours to make love, why the process turned into a feast of sensation that extended well into the morning. All night long would not be long enough to kiss this woman, to touch her hair, to feel the press of her body hovering above Emily’s own. Emily was drowning in her, surrounded by her like the tide, the surge of the ocean swells. Laren’s hands moved gently over the swells of Emily’s breasts, warm, encompassing, and Emily’s response made Laren ache, the soft sighs and gasps filling the air around them, as surely as Emily’s breasts filled her hands and mouth. 

Laren could scarcely draw a breath, she was so overwhelmed at the feeling of Emily beneath her, delicate, willing, passionate. Laren’s kisses grew more insistent as the heat between her own legs intensified, spreading down her thighs and radiating upward into her belly, urgent now. She suppressed the instinct to hurry, forced the drive into submission, kissing Emily as sweetly as the first time, drawing out the anticipation until Emily’s voice sounded pained in its needfulness. 

“Laren,” Emily said softly, arching into the Bajoran’s mouth and hands as Laren suckled her breasts, palms smoothing over Emily’s chest. Laren pleasured her with painstaking effort, thorough, tempered. Emily’s arousal became evident against Laren’s thigh, the slickness and heat enveloping pale skin, eliciting a groan from deep in the Bajoran’s chest. Laren moved carefully down Emily’s elegant body, kissing every inch of her belly and abdomen, tongue flicking over the flesh as Emily opened her legs for Laren’s mouth to follow. 

Laren smiled at the subtle way Emily offered herself, without words or wanton movements, a surrender, an invitation, not a demand. The flesh of her inner thighs was sensitive, silky, warm where her fluids seeped, and Laren wanted all of it, every drop. Emily sighed as she felt the puckering kisses, the warmth of Laren’s breath on her sex. She whimpered as Laren opened her with a deep kiss, tongue parting her delicate lips, anxious to explore every texture, every crease, every nuance of Emily’s incredible womanliness. 

Emily’s face was contorted in ecstasy, and Laren could see it, could see Emily’s head thrown back against the pillows. When she captured Emily’s clitoris, Emily said her name, and when she sucked softly at it, Emily said it again, over and over, and Laren was awash in it, in the sound of her pleasure, in the rush of need coursing in them both. 

Slender fingers slipped inside Emily’s narrow passage, seeking the more sensitive areas, exploring until Laren found a smooth spot that made Emily surge upward. Laren rubbed it gently, listening to Emily’s building urgency, then taking Emily fully in her mouth, the fluttering of her tongue over distended nerves ushering the younger woman to that bright edge. 

Emily cried out once, lost in the moment, words spilling out as Laren loved her, the passion unmistakable and piercing as her body clenched. Laren pushed her to the breaking point, and let her shatter, holding her down and pleasuring her more insistently while Emily writhed against eager lips, gasping and calling to her lover, yes, Laren, God, oh, yes. 

In the bed on the other side of the wall, Kit Wildman slept dreamlessly, tangled with Jenny Wildman’s body, oblivious to the fact that Jenny was lying there listening to Ro Laren’s tortured moaning. Jenny suppressed tears and the inexplicable sense of loss that overwhelmed her, bludgeoned by the knowledge that Ro Laren was no longer exclusively hers, and that the cocoon they had made for themselves had been torn open to make room for Emily and for Kit. Laren would never know the sacrifice Jenny had made, the conscious surrender she had given to push Laren into Emily’s arms. Kit had convinced her it was what Emily needed to move on, and Jenny had suddenly felt selfish keeping Laren to herself. 

Kit had also told Jenny that Emily had barely been sexual with Kit, and that it would take Laren to bring that out again in Emily, just as Laren had healed that wound in Jenny. Jenny shuddered as she wept, listening to Laren’s response and Emily’s words of passion, of devotion. It was so jumbled in her head, why Emily would want anyone but Jenny, after all that Jenny had done, after all she had endured, to try to protect her wife from Du’vir. And yet rationally, Jenny knew that Emily felt the same connection to Laren that Jenny had felt, the same gratitude and vulnerability. She was deeply conflicted by her love for Emily, and by her love for Laren, and by the memories of her captivity which were never far below the surface. She forced herself to relax into the pain she felt, to surrender it, as if the fanu’tremu were a living, breathing thing that required a palpable offering. Laren had done exactly what Jenny had asked, and finally, the doors were all open. 

And in that moment, it occurred to Jenny that perhaps, this new development between Emily and Laren was just as difficult for Laren as it was for Jenny herself. Maybe, she surmised, Laren was doing this for the good of the unity, and doing it because Jenny had asked it of her. Jenny wiped the tears with the back of her hand, sighing with overwhelming love and gratitude. Laren had given up what she had professed to want: exclusivity. She had only done what Jenny had begged her to do. 

_______________

Kieran Wildman nervously fingered the pips of her command red collar, brushing the fabric of her dress white uniform self-consciously as she watched the board of inquiry file into the courtroom. She felt ridiculously conspicuous in her vast array of medals and ribbons, which covered most of the chest of the uniform. As she had dressed that morning, Kit had teased her that if she won any further commendations, they would have to make them into a sash. 

Alynna Nechayev tipped a wink to the anxious captain, as if to assure her that she was partly among friends. Alynna was one of the most highly starched Admirals in the fleet, and the magnitude of the gesture was not lost on Kieran. She smiled faintly, and nodded once. Amanda Brand came into the proceedings and seated herself in the small gallery off the main courtroom. The board seated itself behind a long curving table outfitted with PADDs and workstations that folded down into the table itself. The court reporter monitored the video feed of the proceedings to oversee the transcript as it was produced. The Bailiff approached Kieran and swore her in, then sat down beside the empanelled Admirals. 

For two hours Kieran retold her history with Starfleet, from the moment she entered the Academy to the time she took command of the Sato. Only then did they move on to the details of Emily and Jenny’s abduction, to the inner workings of the ship and the security department, never content to gloss over anything. Kieran tried to stay calm and centered, to breathe deeply and let go of her stress. But every time Vice Admiral Gray made a notation on his data PADD, Kieran’s heart sank, as though he must have found fault with her command. When they recessed for lunch, Admiral Brand had to let Kieran lean on her as they exited the courtroom, only to be mobbed by a crush of media hounds. 

And then Kieran sighed with relief. Ro Laren and an entire security team surrounded the pale, drawn woman, fending off cameras and microphones and pointed questions. Naomi was suddenly there, gripping Kieran’s hand, and Kit was on her other side, glaring at the press and practically baring her teeth. They whisked Kieran off to the back room at Mikey and Molly Sorvino’s restaurant, where she could quietly break down in private, if she chose. Joely Winfield was there, fussing over medical scans and Kieran’s blood pressure, threatening darkly to suspend the inquiry on medical authority if Kieran’s numbers didn’t drop precipitously. 

Kieran was buoyed considerably by the presence of friends and family, and a good meal did plenty for her spirits. Her wives and her daughters kept the discussion light and strictly off the inquiry itself. Kieran knew that no matter the outcome, these people would never see her as less than she was. And that made facing the afternoon session tolerable. 

The afternoon hearing was more of the same as Vice Admiral Gray played and replayed Kieran’s logs, drilling her over the intent and motives behind each entry. He was particularly focused on Ben Mason’s shortcomings and lack of qualifications for the security posting, which Kieran expected. What she hadn’t anticipated was Gray’s emphasis on the repercussions of Mason’s failings, not only in that Emily and Jenny had been abducted, but that Jenny had been able to get the drop on Mason in the brig the day Jenny murdered the Cardassians. 

“How was it, Captain, that Lieutenant Wildman was in possession of a phaser?” Gray pressed. “Ro Laren was in charge of security, and in Jenny’s state of mind, how was she able to access a weapons locker?”

Kieran thought carefully about her response, afraid of where this line of questioning might lead. “I have no direct knowledge of where Jenny obtained a phaser, Admiral. However, Jenny told her counselor that she took the weapon from beneath Ro Laren’s mattress in Ro’s quarters.”

“Were you aware that Ro Laren keeps a phaser in her personal possession?” Gray asked, cocking his head to one side with a slight scowl and fingering his goatee as if to assure himself it was still there.

“Yes, Sir. Given the terrorist activity along the border, more than one of my officers kept weapons at the ready, including myself. In addition, Ro and I wore site to site transporter cuffs so that in an emergency, we could store ourselves in the pattern buffer of the transporter, or transport to wherever we were needed in a crisis.”

“Don’t you think keeping weapons in your quarters is a bit drastic?” Nechayev put in, though she knew very well Kieran had done the prudent thing.

Kieran recognized the question for what it was: an opportunity to justify her decision. She resolved to send the Admiral a box of expensive chocolates to thank her. “These are drastic times, Admiral, and my ship was at extreme risk. If we’ve bent protocol from time to time, it was my discretion, and I take full responsibility for it. But drastic times call for drastic measures, and although Jenny was able to get a weapon she shouldn’t have had, given that two of my crew had been abducted already, and the destruction of the Sagan, I felt that rapid access to defensive weapons was wise.”

“Who else had unsecured weapons?” Gray asked.

“Any of my senior officers who wanted them,” Kieran replied easily. “All due respect, Admiral, but being so close to Cardassian space had everyone on edge, even before the Ensigns were kidnapped. I have 312 children on that ship. I couldn’t rule out anything. After all, we were dealing with terrorists, not the Cardassian militia. We had seen first attack weapons that could have annihilated my ship, just as the Sagan was annihilated.” Kieran reached for her water glass, breathing deeply and exhaling slowly as she drank, gathering her calm. She felt like telling the Admirals that they were welcome to get their high-ranked asses out of their cushy chairs and hop aboard a starship to confront the constant danger Sato had faced, but she couldn’t afford to vent her defensiveness. 

Admiral Yamamoto gave her an encouraging nod. “I’m sure none of us can appreciate the stress of the situation fully, we are so far removed from the day to day workings of a starship,” he defended her. “After all, you were the first ones to see the blackbox data from the Sagan’s destruction, and that had to make everyone doubly alert to the possibility of a similar fate for Sato.”

“Yes, Sir,” Kieran heartily agreed. “Those of us who were involved in the investigation, especially, saw horrifying things, not just once, but dozens of times as we analyzed the attack. No amount of training or preparation can make one immune to that sort of shock,” she advised the board. 

Yamamoto glanced around at the Admirals. “Captain Wildman,” he said pointedly, “certainly every commanding officer second guesses themselves after something goes amiss. In all of your thinking and rethinking of the Derna situation, have you ever said to yourself ‘if only I had done X’?”

“Of course I have, Admiral,” Kieran admitted, hanging her head. “Many, many times.”

Yamamoto nodded, satisfied. “What would you change, if you could?”

Kieran took a deep breath, sighing. “Knowing what I know now? I would send more security to monitor my staff on the Derna surface. But knowing what I did at the time, and Ro knowing what she did, the security team seemed adequate. In fact, it was by the book. I was more concerned for the ship than for the ground team, because the terrorists had been attacking in space, not on land. My fear at the time was being too short handed aboard ship in the event of a surprise attack.”

“Anything else?” the Admiral asked, smoothing his uniform front. 

“No, Sir. Of course, I regret not being able to take the Sato in pursuit of my missing crewmen, but that would have been a strict violation of our mission parameters.” Kieran recalled the strength of the temptation to chase the Cardassians that day, and how it took every ounce of restraint not to pursue them. “I couldn’t abandon my away team, or the Derna colonists. My orders were clear on that mandate.”

“Why not send a Viper class ship, or the Aurora?” Gray asked, tapping his PADD absently with the stylus.

“That would have been suicide,” Kieran replied adamantly. “We had no ability to defend either of those classes of ships against the dolamide weapons the Cardassians used against Sagan.”

“Do you believe you were derelict in your duty?” Nechayev asked bluntly, her characteristically pinched expression relaxing slightly. She was tired of Gray’s pussyfooting around the issues instead of being direct.

Kieran straightened her posture, jaw set. “No, Ma’am, I do not. If I believed that for a second, I would have come directly to Admiral Paris and offered him my pips.”

Yamamoto smiled faintly. “I doubt very much that he would have allowed that, Captain. I have nothing further.”

Nechayev nodded assent. “Nor I.”

Gray glanced at the bailiff. “I believe we’ve had enough for one day, and we should recess until morning. Captain, thank you for your time,” he added directly to Kieran. “We will resume your testimony at 0700,” he noted.

Kieran bowed her head in acknowledgement and exited the witness stand. Only after she was outside in the corridor did the adrenaline vacate her bloodstream, and she began to tremble with relief. 

Amanda Brand stepped out into the long hallway beside her. “You look like you need a good strong belt of something,” she said quietly.

“Thank you, but I have someplace to be,” Kieran replied, glancing at her wrist chronometer. “And I’m quite late.” 

Kieran had wanted so badly to be present when Geejay Janeway’s promotion to the fifth grade occurred, and she had specifically hailed the school’s director to ask them to hold off until she could get to the Sato for the announcement. As soon as her testimony concluded for the day, she beamed aboard, setting out for the ceremony at a dead run. She burst into the auditorium, still in her dress whites from the inquiry, making eye contact with Geejay, whose smile lit up the room around them as soon as she spotted the Captain.  

Seven of Nine smiled warmly at her captain, and Kathryn Janeway motioned Kieran to a seat beside the proud mothers. The students thought that the assembly had been called to hear Geejay’s presentation on Cepheid stars, and only that had prompted half of the senior staff of the Sato to come. Katie Torres in particular had no idea that the purpose of the afternoon meeting was to promote Geejay a grade ahead, and she was under the illusion that there might be special mention of her own achievements in catching up with her class after her jaunt on the Klingon Warbird. 

The entire Wildman clan, Ro Laren, the Lessings, even Geejay’s grandmother and Gerry Thompson, had come to the presentation. Maddy James knew that there was more afoot than a speech about astronomy, and she tried not to cry as she watched Geejay take the podium, but the young girl knew that Geejay would be too mature and advanced to care about a lowly fourth grader, especially since Geejay would move into the sixth grade in a matter of weeks, and that was junior high school. Maddy would seem like an insignificant baby, by comparison to Geejay’s classmates. 

Maddy was preoccupied by the fact that her aunt Claren was in town, having been called to the board of inquiry as one of the random survivors of the Sagan’s encounter with the Cardassians. Maddy knew that Claren was going to testify, and hoped against hope that her aunt had nothing incriminating to say about Kieran Wildman, if only for Geejay’s sake. In fact, Claren James was in the audience with Maddy’s mother, Neely, because Maddy had insisted they come to hear Geejay’s talk. Claren saw it as an opportunity to see old friends from Voyager, most notably, her old flame Kieran Wildman. 

Geejay stood before the assembled crowd, speaking clearly and confidently in a tone that could only be described as professorial, and her gestures and facial expressions were so like Seven of Nine that Kathryn Janeway got a knot in her throat watching her daughter. Seven dabbed impatiently at her own eyes, moved with the pride she felt for Geejay, who had become so poised and articulate in the last year that Seven scarcely remembered the little girl who hated to talk in front of adults, or to be the center of attention. 

Kieran nodded and grinned with delight at the thoroughness of Geejay’s paper, and as she concluded the detailed explanation of Cepheid stars, Kieran leaned over to Kathryn and whispered “If they let me keep my pips, I’m going to make her by bridge assistant, Kat.”

Kathryn chuckled, remembering how she had created that rank for Naomi back on Voyager. “She’ll never let us hear the end of it,” she told her friend, slipping her hand into Kieran’s gratefully. 

“That is,” Kieran said, “if Lenara doesn’t snatch her up for a lab assistant first,” she noted. “My wife knows talent when she sees it.” 

The audience applauded for Geejay, and then the school’s director spoke, prefacing Geejay’s promotion to the fifth grade with a list of the young Janeway’s accomplishments in her time in elementary school. Most of the children, most notably Katie Torres, were taken aback by the advancement of a classmate. It had not happened aboard the Sato, and it was a rare event across the fleet. Maddy James clapped louder for Geejay than anyone else in the school, and Geejay was so busy blushing and trying to slide down into her chair, she didn’t notice the look of betrayal Katie Torres gave her. 

_______________

The Janeways hosted a celebration at Gretchen’s farm to congratulate Geejay on her accomplishment, and the entire extended family attended. Maddy James and her mother and aunt came, as well as Katie Torres and the Lessings. Maddy orbited Geejay, as though the universe centered around her, and Katie couldn’t catch Geejay’s attention for the moment she needed to catch it to grouse about being abandoned in the fourth grade. Geejay sensed Katie was not happy for her. She was more than content to be surrounded by people who were happy for her, and to avoid Katie at all costs.

Kieran Wildman stole out of the old farmhouse, spent from the proceedings earlier that day, and not feeling sociable. She sat on the wooden picnic table in the side yard, rejecting even the thickly frosted cake that ordinarily she would devour and seek out seconds. She gazed up at the stars, wondering vaguely if she would ever command a ship again that would journey among them, or if she would become a civilian passenger, haunting Lenara’s laboratory and watching Ro Laren take the captaincy of the Sato. Kieran sighed gustily. At least if Laren moved to the big chair, Kit would likely be first officer. Kieran couldn’t be too disappointed if that was the outcome of her own demotion. 

Geejay had excused herself momentarily from the party inside the house, and found Kieran brooding over the day. She hesitated at the edge of the sidewalk, watching her friend. Kieran sniffed the air, comforted by the scent of freshly mown grass, and braced by the nip of the temperature. 

Geejay knew her friend well enough to surmise what she was brooding about. “Can I come sit by you?” she asked softly.

Kieran started. “Hey, Sport, of course you can. Big day for you, huh?” she asked fondly, grasping Geejay’s hand to hoist her onto the tabletop. 

“Yeah. I was really glad you came. I know your day wasn’t a very good one, and I know you’d probably rather have just gone home. I would’ve understood,” she assured her lanky friend as she settled onto the weathered wooden structure. She could feel the boards prickling beneath her pants, and knew if she scooted on them, she’d get a mess of splinters in her corduroys. 

Kieran slipped her arm around Geejay’s shoulders. “I wouldn’t have missed seeing your talk for anything, kiddo. And I wanted to be there to clap for you when you got promoted out of your class. I’m so proud of you,” she said, hugging her young friend close. 

Geejay leaned into her, closing her eyes. “How do you do it?”

“Do what, Sport?” Kieran asked absently. 

Geejay looked earnestly at her. “Find the energy and the motivation every day?” she asked seriously. “How do you make yourself go back into that courtroom tomorrow and do it all over again?”

Kieran shrugged. “I guess I think about the ship, and the people on it, and I keep going for them. And honestly, I believe I’m a good leader, and I’m willing to go to the mat to defend my command, if that’s what it takes. It’s a matter of pride.” Kieran bit her lip, and tried not to lose her composure, not even for a second. “Your opinion of me matters, Geejay. Feeling that way about you, about Katie and Kit, it keeps me from becoming the kind of person you couldn’t respect. So when someone questions my integrity, or slanders my reputation, I get pretty angry.”

“Because of what us kids might think of you?” Geejay clarified.

“Yes. Because I never want to disappoint you,” she admitted. “And I don’t want to disappoint myself.” She considered a moment. “You know, truthfully, I don’t care what most people think of me, or what they say about me, as long as they don’t say it to my kids.”

“I don’t think I understand that,” Geejay admitted, gazing at Kieran inquisitively. She shivered in the cool Spring breeze that sighed through the apple trees, and Kieran drew her closer for warmth. 

“The thing is,” Kieran realized, “Katie is immature and impressionable, and she’d probably believe a pack of lies if someone important to her told them to her. And before I adopted Kit, there was not a single adult in Kit’s life that hadn’t been a huge let-down for her. I never want to see disapproval in her eyes.”

“And me?” Geejay asked, crystal blue eyes sparkling in the moonlight.

“It’s different with you, Sport,” she detailed for her friend. “I’ve never felt worthy of your admiration. But I’m trying to become worthy. You always give me the benefit of the doubt, when my own kids don’t,” she realized. “That’s such a precious gift from a friend. I struggle to even know how to thank you for it,” she said softly. 

Geejay smiled knowingly. “You already do thank me by being in my life at all. You’re one of the busiest, most important people I know, but somehow you make time for me. I know how hard that is. K-Mom really didn’t figure out how to be the captain and how to spend time with me, you know,” she pointed out, glancing wistfully at the stars overhead and thinking how her mother loved those orbs more than her own children.

“Are you angry with her for that?” Kieran wondered, smoothing her hand over her own spiked hair. 

Geejay shook her head. “Not anymore. I used to be. But now that I’m a little older, I understand why she didn’t have time. It’s a lot of work running a ship. Not that I think that’s a good enough excuse,” she added solemnly. “But Borg-Mom was always there for me, and so were you—at least, until you got lost on that jungle planet.” She sighed tiredly, remembering that time and how difficult it was for everyone. “K-Mom tried to fill in the gaps when you were both missing.”

Kieran smiled at her friend. “But she didn’t succeed?”

“You and Borg-Mom aren’t the kind of people you can replace,” Geejay explained. “It was like there was just a hole in me, and nothing could fill it, if that makes sense.” 

Kieran kissed her hair gently. “It makes perfect sense, Sport. I felt that way too, like I wasn’t complete without all of you.”

“Not even when you and Borg-Mom fell in love?” Geejay asked with her usual candor. 

Kieran chuckled, shaking her head. “Not even then, Sport. And besides, we didn’t exactly fall in love.”

Geejay’s eyes widened. “You didn’t? I was so sure that’s how you felt about each other when you were rescued,” she puzzled over it. 

“We love each other. But Seven and I have known each other for so many years, and cared deeply about each other. When you have that sort of history with someone, you don’t ever really fall in love. You just allow the relationship to take on new and different meanings. You take your walls down and you remove the artificial boundaries. Do you understand what I mean?” Kieran asked, hoping Geejay could grasp what she intended to express. 

Geejay nodded slowly. “So if you and K-Mom were in the same situation, you’d have been intimate with her? Because your friendship is strong enough to become more if you let it?”

“Exactly. Some people have different types and bigger boundaries, and it’s possible your K-Mom wouldn’t let that sort of relationship evolve between us. But odds are, if we were stuck with one another for a long time, our relationship would become romantic,” Kieran admitted, thinking of the parallel dimensions she had visited. “In fact, when I went into a spatial rift, I visited a dimension where my counterpart was married to Kathryn,” she murmured, gazing up at a cloud passing over them as it cast eerie shadows on the lawn. 

“What about Noah? If you were stranded with him, would you get involved with him?” Geejay asked frankly. 

“Wow, good question. I honestly don’t know, kiddo. I care about Noah, and he’s a good friend, but I just generally don’t find men attractive. But if he was my only option, I might change my mind about that,” she giggled. 

“Did you ever feel bad about Naomi because you loved my mom?” she pressed, confused by it all.

“Yes. I felt guilt and shame and hesitation in ways that were really unfair to Seven, in fact. Looking back, it was cruel of me to cling to a life that was for all intents and purposes gone, but we all deal with things in our own way and our own time. I’m not proud of how I treated your mother, because I hurt her feelings a lot by being uncertain. Why are you asking all these questions, though, Geejay? Is something bothering you?” Kieran finally asked. 

Geejay sighed, swallowing the welling feeling in her chest. “I guess it’s Katie. I’m really angry with her for how she treats me. But at the same time, I don’t know if I should forget about her,” Geejay said sadly. “She’s been my best friend for forever, but I can’t stand Ja’Kir. I can’t even be nice to him.”

Kieran smiled, nodding understanding. “It’s hard. I can see how it would be. What would it mean to you to forget Katie?” she prodded. 

Geejay studied her shoes, embarrassed. “Maddy likes me,” she said quietly. “If I forget Katie it means Maddy is my girlfriend.”

Stifling a bark of laughter, Kieran kept her face serious. “Sweetie, forgetting Katie doesn’t automatically mean you’re choosing Maddy. You don’t have to have a girlfriend or a boyfriend all the time.” Then the meaning behind Geejay’s words struck her. “Oh, you mean that one of the reasons you want to forget about Katie is because you like Maddy back?” Kieran pretended to study the wooden picnic table, and picked at a splinter, flicking it onto the ground.

Geejay nodded slowly, looking perfectly miserable. “Is that awful of me? I mean, I’m angry at Katie for liking Ja’Kir, but I’m just as bad, because I like Maddy.” She sighed in frustration. “Most people aren’t like you and the Wildwomen, you know. Most of us just get jealous and selfish about the people we love.” She looked up at Kieran with eyes that held only innocence and good intentions. “How do you do it, Kato? How do you not get afraid that Naomi will like Robbie better, or Lenara?” she asked plaintively.

Kieran gazed up at the stars, considering, brown eyes reflecting the light from above the two women. In outer space or on terran soil, the issues were always the same. Relationships were difficult, regardless of the culture or the context. “I’m not sure how to answer that, because on a rare occasion, I might feel afraid of that. But mostly I think it’s because all four of us know that’s a risk we take equally. When I feel that fear, I remind myself my partners might feel just as fearful. But you’re right, not very many people have the sort of marriage I have,” she agreed. “Not many people would be able to cope with the challenges, and probably shouldn’t even try to. Knowing your limitations is a good thing.”

Geejay sighed, weary of it all. “Katie seems to think having both a boyfriend and a girlfriend is a good idea, but I can’t stop being jealous of him. I can’t stop thinking about the things they—do together,” she faltered, thinking of Ja’Kir’s sexual aggressiveness. 

“Then I think you answered your own question, Geejay. You don’t want that sort of situation with Katie, and you shouldn’t make yourself try to do it if you don’t feel comfortable with it. It’s okay if you like Maddy. Everyone can see why you would,” Kieran assured her, tousling her hair fondly. 

“You do?” Geejay needed confirmation. “You won’t be upset with me if Katie’s not my girlfriend anymore?” she asked, shifting nervously on the picnic table top.

Kieran hugged her tight. “I will never be upset with you for who you love, Geejay, as long as they are respectful and good to you. It’s your heart and your choice to love whomever you please. Maddy is a sweet girl, and she obviously thinks the world of you. If you want to be her girlfriend, then you should be.”

Just then the back door of the farmhouse banged closed, and footfalls came across the spring grass. Claren James strode across the sidewalk and into the side yard with Maddy beside her. “Hey you two,” she called out to them. “You’re AWOL.”

Claren climbed up beside Kieran, and Kieran moved over to give her room. “Geejay, why don’t you show Maddy the pond?” Kieran asked her young friend. “There should be frogs and crickets singing,” she added to entice them. 

“Can we?” Maddy asked Geejay. “I’ve never seen a frog except in pictures.”

Geejay smiled at her friend, and nodded. “Okay. Kato, thanks for talking to me. You’re the best.”

“Nope, you are,” Kieran replied playfully. “You girls go inside and get jackets first, though. It’s getting chilly out here.” The two girls scampered off through the dark side yard, leaving the adults to get reacquainted. “How the hell have you been, CJ?” Kieran asked her. 

“Almost recovered,” Claren replied. “How do you ever get used to these damned cybernetic relays, though?” she asked, flexing her right arm. “I feel like they have a mind of their own.”

Kieran shrugged. “It passes. Eventually you won’t feel conscious of it. But it takes awhile. Where were you when the Sagan was attacked?”

Claren sighed, rotating her forearm to trigger the relay signal. “I was in sickbay having some tests done.”

“That’s close to the habitat ring,” Kieran noted. “You were lucky.”

“Lucky? It sure doesn’t feel like it. Survivor’s guilt, I suppose,” she admitted. 

“That’s expected. Are you seeing anyone for counseling?” Kieran asked, patting Claren’s thigh. 

“Yeah, a whole slew of somebodies, in fact. I’ve got mental health practitioners, physical therapists, occupational rehab gurus, neurologists—hell, I’ve got half of Starfleet medical tracking every burp. It’s pretty damned tedious. But then, you know that. Shane told me all about your recovery from the wormhole accident. You had all of Starfleet medical up your ass,” she recalled, tucking her auburn hair behind her ears.

Kieran thought how good Claren looked with her hair grown out from the crop cut she had worn on Voyager. “You knew Shane?”

Claren set her jaw, nodding. “I knew her. We were lovers,” she confessed, a sharp pain lancing through her at the admission. 

“But—Shane had only been on the Sagan a couple of weeks, CJ,” she pointed out. 

Claren shrugged. “When it’s right, it’s right, and things happened fast between us. She talked a lot about you, you know. In fact, part of the attraction to me, I suspect, was because you and I had been lovers ourselves. Shane was mesmerized by that concept,” she laughed. 

“How did you handle the age difference?” Kieran asked, leaning back on her hands and stretching her back. 

“I wasn’t conscious of it. Sort of like you and Naomi, though there wasn’t any bacteria involved,” Claren teased. “In fact, I was in sickbay getting my reproductive system checked out, to see if I could carry a child. That’s when the attack happened. I didn’t get to say goodbye to Shane because I was in the medical ward on the Pauling, in intensive care,” she said, voice quavering. “You were with her when she died,” she stated.

Kieran swallowed hard, remembering how Shane had looked, body singed and shattered as she lay dying. “I was. But she was out of her mind with pain, CJ. She was barely coherent,” she fibbed. “You and Shane were going to have kids?”

“We weren’t in the serious stages of planning, but we had talked about the possibility in that abstract way you do when you’re falling in love. You know?” she asked, crossing her arms on her knees. “I mean, who knows if we would have made it that far or that long? But we were definitely in love, or at least madly infatuated.” She shook her head regretfully. “Incidentally, Shane, Stephanie Moss and I got drunk together one night and traded stories about you.” Claren chuckled to herself, remembering that conversation in Stephanie’s ready room, and how the light from the streaking starfield had fallen on Shane’s cheek. Claren closed her eyes again, that lancing sensation more acute now. 

Kieran laughed loudly. “That must have been a boring conversation. No wonder you got drunk—had to make it interesting.” 

Claren waggled her eyebrows. “I gave them an earful, I might add.”

“God,” Kieran laughed, slapping her hand on her forehead. “My complete indiscretion in choosing lovers will haunt me to the grave. I figured you were safe, considering we were in the Delta Quadrant. Little did I know at the time,” she griped playfully. “So what’s next for you, CJ?”

“Well, I can’t do security any more, obviously. At least not until I’ve rehabbed my arm and can control it better. My days of martial arts competition are over, now that I have robotic parts,” she added. “I haven’t thought that far ahead. I might retire,” she added thoughtfully. 

“That would be a damned shame,” Kieran asserted. “You have wisdom and experience, two qualities the fleet is sorely lacking. Come aboard the Sato, CJ. Be a tactical and security consultant. Keep rehabbing your body, and when you’re able, we’ll find a slot for you,” she offered.

“Tempting,” Claren admitted. “But I heard a rumor that Toni Sorvino is going to be your new security chief.”

“Is that a problem?” Kieran asked briskly, segueing into command mode. 

“She’s a good choice, KT. But I outrank her. Would you want to demote her when I’m recovered?” Claren asked, seeing the immediate reaction in Kieran’s eyes.

“No. If I give her the post, it’s hers, CJ. You know that’s my style. But I’ve come to realize the weakness of the hierarchy we use, and I want to change it. I think it’s too much for my chief of security to also be my tactical bridge officer. The Supremacy class vessels are just too big and too complex to fit the old chain of command. It worked fine on the Constitution class or the Galaxy class vessels, but if you ask me, even the Sovereign class vessels strained the command model. Jean-Luc and I have discussed it any number of times, and we both agree that the Supremacy class ships need a new structure of command hierarchy to be fully efficient. I am going to solicit Starfleet Command’s blessing on it, and I want to instate a Second Officer, who will be third in command and also will be the tactical officer on the ship.”

“You’re asking me to be your Second Officer?” Claren clarified. “To serve under you and under Ro Laren?” she asked, clearly intrigued now. 

“That’s the idea. Toni will have her hands full with security of the ship and on away missions. She can also be a backup for the tactical officer on the bridge, in case—” 

“In case the Cardies get the Sato by the short hairs too?” Claren supplied with a bitter edge to her tone.

“Something like that,” Kieran nodded. “If I can get Admiral Paris to approve the command structure, will you come aboard my ship?” she asked, trying not to plead. 

“All due respect, Captain,” she lapsed into formality, “are you sure you’re going to have a ship at all?”

Kieran winced. “No, I’m not. But I can’t become inert thinking that way. I have to plan and consider the future of the Sato, and its crew. And if I lose my command, then I’ll know I did everything duty required in the waning days of my captaincy.”

“I’ll think about it, KT. Right now I just want to get through the inquiry. I can’t believe Shane’s parents are pushing this damned thing, and I can’t believe they want me to testify. It makes no logical sense, since the focus of the inquiry is the incident at Derna, and not the Sagan’s destruction,” she opined. 

“I agree. It’s an oddity at best,” Kieran said contemplatively. “Have they given you any hint as to what your role is to be?”

Claren scowled. “As far as I can tell, they are planning to ask about Shane specifically. I was in her personal logs, so I’m considered the most knowledgeable person who survived the attack, in regards to her. I have a feeling the inquiry is taking a tangent because the Bilbreys have screamed so loud about your influence on Shane.”

“Do you think their concerns have any merit?” Kieran asked without a trace of defensiveness. The chill in the air had intensified to the point that Kieran’s breath hung there in a warm, misty cloud, drifting away from them. 

“Of course not. Shane was influenced by you in positive ways. You didn’t coerce her into taking the posting on the Sagan. You had no way of knowing it was a doomed mission, unless you’re clairvoyant or something,” she scoffed.

Kieran’s jaw fell. Naomi’s hallucinations. I knew. I should have known. I did send Shane to her death. I turned down the Sagan myself for that very reason, but I let Mossy and Shane and Penny and Kathy get on that ship. 

“KT? You okay?” Claren asked, shaking Kieran’s arm. “You just went white as hull plating.”

“I need to talk to Amanda Brand. Can you excuse me?” Kieran asked, leaping up and not waiting for a reply. 

_______________

“Kieran,” Amanda Brand said sternly, “How many times have you and I talked about Naomi’s hallucinations? If I had thought there was any reason to report them to Starfleet, I would have told you so.”

“That’s not the point,” Kieran castigated herself as she paced the length of Amanda’s living room, her footfalls swallowed up in the plush carpet. “I never reported them. I swear to God, Amanda, it never once occurred to me that the hallucinations might still come true if I turned down the command of the Sagan. It never crossed my mind. I did it. The Bilbreys are right. I sent those people to their deaths. Shane’s parents must know somehow that Naomi had foreseen it all. I turned down that promotion based upon Naomi’s clairvoyance, but it never occurred to me to tell Starfleet to scrap the ship.” 

“Do you really think they would have, based upon a hallucination induced by a Delta Quadrant bacteria? Besides, Kieran, think. Use your head now and stop beating yourself up. Naomi’s hallucinations and dreams sometimes contained only a grain of truth, and not a verbatim recording of events. The Hirogen hunters who stalked Kit McCallister were a metaphor for her abusive uncle. The hallucination she had where Kit was her lover was only remotely accurate. There’s no way Owen Paris would have allowed the Sagan to be shitcanned,” Amanda assured her, settling her blouse in a fit of restlessness.

Kieran looked miserably at her mentor. “I swear I didn’t realize this could happen,” she pleaded with Amanda to believe her. 

“Naomi never said anything about the Sagan, did she? About the continuing danger?” Amanda asked warily, easing up off her leather sofa. 

“No. She wouldn’t have considered it either. I mean, if you look at her hallucinations about Kit, they were pretty inaccurate. It seems logical that if you change the formula of the content of the hallucinations, the outcome changes too. My experience with being in alternate universes taught me how a slight difference in the facts of a life can alter everything else about it. If I had believed there was any danger for Shane, for Kathy or Penny, I would never have let them on that ship,” Kieran professed angrily. “God, I should have figured it out.” 

Amanda poured herself a stiff drink, and downed it in one gulp. She poured a second and handed it to Kieran. “Drink this. That’s an order.” She chewed her bottom lip, thinking. “I want to talk to Naomi. And then we’re all going to talk to Owen Paris,” she decided. “Hail your wife and tell her to come here,” she stated flatly. 

___________________

“The ground is squashy here,” Maddy James squealed as she followed Geejay Janeway around the marshy edge of the pond on the Janeway’s farm. “Am I going to sink?”

Geejay shook her head, grinning. “No,” she assured her friend, reaching for her hand. “Hang on to me if it helps. We could walk further away from the water’s edge, where the ground is more solid,” she advised, blue eyes twinkling with amusement as the mud made a sucking sound beneath her tennis shoes. 

“I kind of like it,” Maddy decided. “It’s like a spongy trampoline. Is that noise the frogs?” she asked, stopping to listen.

“Yeah. Sometimes they lay eggs and we see them in the pond,” Geejay explained. “Aunt Cameron showed me once, how the little baby frogs start out looking like black spots and then become tadpoles. Right before they hatch, you can see them squirming around inside the eggs,” she described. “Aunt Cam and Aunt Cassidy are marine biologists, just like Grandpa Gerry,” she added. “They take us diving and teach us about the coral reefs and the fish there.”

Maddy smiled brightly. “I am so jealous you get to do all this stuff,” she admitted. “Horseback riding, diving, swimming with manatees, sailing—you have the most exciting life,” she enthused.

Geejay laughed. “I do? It just seems like—I dunno, a regular life, to me.” She squeezed Maddy’s hand softly, thinking how nice it was to be with someone who thought she wasn’t boring. “I’ve never killed any Jem Hadar,” she pointed out, thinking of Katie Torres.

Maddy shrugged. “Neither have I, or anyone I know. Katie is so warped,” she opined. “The things she thinks are important are just dumb,” she asserted, holding Geejay’s hand tighter. “I mean, honor is one thing, but the way Klingons attain it doesn’t seem very honorable to me. What’s so special about cutting people up with bat’leths?”

Geejay scowled. “Yeah. Katie thinks war is the best thing going. I’d rather be in peacetimes, where no one dies and no one gets their heads lopped off. But she says my attitude is cowardly,” Geejay recalled a recent conversation with Katie. 

Maddy pulled her up short at the water’s edge, looking at her with earnest hazel eyes. “You’re not a coward, Geejay,” she said decisively. “You talked in front of over a hundred people today, and you didn’t seem one bit scared. I’d like to see Katie Torres give a public presentation without faltering even once, like you did. She thinks she’s brave, but if you ask me, beating people up is more cowardly than being reluctant to fight,” she said with feeling, gazing intently at her friend. 

Geejay tried to meet Maddy’s eyes, but something in Maddy’s expression made Geejay hesitate, as though she had no right to the admiration Maddy directed at her. “It was just a paper,” Geejay replied softly, staring down at her feet.

Maddy ducked her head to catch Geejay’s eye, insistent in her argument. “It was brilliant,” she said with certainty. “My mother even said so, and Aunt Claren. You’re so much smarter than Katie it’s not funny,” she assured her companion. 

Geejay’s throat was suddenly dry and aching. She wanted so desperately to believe Maddy, to feel as though she would be able to accomplish important things like her parents and Naomi, and especially Kieran.  “I am?” she half-whispered. “How do you know?”

Maddy smiled winningly. “I know because Katie is too stupid to choose you over Ja’Kir,” she replied immediately. “If you wanted to be my girlfriend, I’d never be confused about who I wanted to be with,” she explained. Then thinking she sounded too obvious, she added hastily, “But I know you like Katie. I just meant it’s her loss.”

“I—don’t like Katie that way, not anymore,” Geejay protested, taking Maddy’s free hand and pulling her closer.

“Because of Ja’Kir?” Maddy clarified. 

“More because of how she’s treated me,” Geejay decided, riveted to the spot. 

“You mean how she uses you?” Maddy asked innocently.

Geejay’s head swam. “Uses me? Does she use me?” she asked, bewildered.

Maddy nodded affirmatively. “Whenever she needs help with school, who does she run to for help? And now that you’ve got her caught up, she’s barely got the time of day for you. Hasn’t that ever occurred to you?” 

“I guess I didn’t realize it,” Geejay said sadly. “But you’re right. See? I’m not all that smart—not at anything outside of a book,” she admitted in a self-deprecating tone. 

“You are smart,” Maddy disagreed. “It’s just that you don’t want to believe bad things about people, especially Katie, because you love her so much. Just like with Kieran. It’s hard to accept that she might have done something wrong in her command, because you love her.”

Geejay bristled defensively. “She didn’t do anything wrong,” she said in a warning tone. 

Maddy grinned. “See? You’re so quick to defend the people you love. You’re loyal. That’s why it’s hard for you to see how Katie uses you. But Geejay, everyone says so. I’m not exaggerating. After you got promoted to the fifth grade, everyone in the class was whispering about how they figure Katie will flunk now, without you to tutor her.”

Geejay dropped Maddy’s hands and turned away, kicking at the milkweed pods growing along the pond. “Everyone? Do they all think I’m an idiot for letting her use me?”

Maddy’s stomach twitched. “No, that wasn’t my point,” she backpedaled. “Nobody thinks you’re an idiot. They think Katie is a util—a utili—dang, what was that word? Tyler told me,” she said absently.

“A utilitarian?” Geejay supplied, smiling at Maddy’s consternation.

“Yeah, that’s it, something about a guy named Machiavelli—do you know who that was?” Maddy puzzled over it.

“He was a philosopher,” Geejay replied. “But I don’t know much about him, except I heard Kieran say once he got a bum rap,” she recalled. “She said everyone thought he was saying the ends justify the means, but that wasn’t really what he said,” she repeated Kieran’s opinion. “I think she had to read him in political science class at the Academy.” Geejay considered. “Hey, we could go look it up in the L-Cars database,” she suggested.

Maddy smiled fondly at her. “You really are an info junkie, aren’t you?” she asked, teasing.

“I guess I am,” Geejay agreed, wondering if she seemed like a plasma dampener. “We don’t have to,” she said apologetically. “No wonder Katie thinks I’m boring,” she murmured, feeling her face grow hot with embarrassment. 

Maddy marched right up to her, staring pointedly. “You are not boring. Katie is the one who’s boring. If you judge yourself by her standards, you’ll never match up, because you’re not a Klingon, and that’s all she cares about now.”

Geejay gave her a quizzical look. “But shouldn’t it matter when someone criticizes me?”

“All that matters is your own standards. If you live up to those, you can’t expect anything else of yourself. Katie’s standards aren’t humanly possible for you,” Maddy contended hotly, her face determined.

“Human being the operative word,” Geejay assented. “I know it shouldn’t matter to me that she doesn’t like me any more, but it does. Do you ever feel like you’re just so odd, so different, you don’t fit in anywhere at all?” she asked wistfully. 

“Not really, but I’m not the next Lenara Kahn, either,” Maddy supplied. “Extraordinary people do feel that way. So no wonder you do,” she concluded. 

Geejay shook her head, grinning ruefully. “You sound like Kieran,” she realized. “You see things in me I can’t see—all the best things,” she added, taking Maddy’s hands again. “Did you mean what you said about being my girlfriend? That you’d never be conflicted about who you wanted to be with?”

Maddy held her breath, nodding her head. Finally she said “but you’re going to be in school with all those older kids, and I’m still in elementary school.”

Geejay smiled warmly. “Yeah, that’s right,” she teased. “If my girlfriend is a little kid, I’ll get made fun of.” Seeing the look of hurt in Maddy’s eyes, Geejay quickly recanted. “I’m kidding, Maddy,” she promised. “I don’t care if I get teased. The older kids will just be jealous because I have such a smart, pretty girlfriend,” she assured her. “Come on. Let’s go back to the farmhouse before they think we’ve drown in the pond.”

Maddy smiled softly. “Admit it. You just want to look up Machiavelli,” she said playfully, nudging Geejay. 

“Actually,” Geejay disagreed, “I want another piece of cake, before Kieran eats it all.”

Katie Torres was about to leave the party with her parents, who were calling it a night to transport to Noah’s parents’ house. She asked if she could go find Geejay to say good-bye, and B'Elanna relented, telling her not to take long. Katie had run off to the back yard, guessing that Geejay and Maddy had walked to the pond, since they weren’t in the orchard. She knew Geejay had been avoiding her all evening, and the more Geejay ignored her, the more desperate Katie was to get Geejay’s attention. She nearly ran smack into Geejay and Maddy, who were coming up the dirt path toward the orchard. “Hey you guys,” she greeted the girls. “My folks are making me leave. Geejay,” she said in her most friendly tone, “I bet they’d let me stay here if you asked.”

Geejay eyed her warily. “Why would you want to?” she asked, suspecting some ulterior motive.

Katie shrugged. “I don’t want to go to Grandma Lessing’s. She lets Kelsey and the twins get away with murder,” she groused. 

Maddy spoke up. “So staying at the Janeways is the lesser of two evils?” she smarted, eyes scrutinizing the Klingon mercilessly. 

“It’s not just that,” Katie replied, realizing how bad it sounded.

Maddy looked meaningfully at Geejay. “See? Utilitarian,” she concluded. 

Geejay nodded silently. “I was going to ask the moms if Maddy can stay. I guess you’re stuck with Kelsey and the twins,” she delivered the bad news. “We’ll walk you back to the house.”

Katie sullenly accompanied the two girls, brain scrambling. As soon as she spotted B'Elanna, she rushed up to her. “I want to stay with Mom,” she announced, thinking Kieran wouldn’t refuse her request. “Here.”

B'Elanna shook her head. “Absolutely not. Your mother is exhausted and she has to be at Starfleet Command first thing tomorrow,” she advised her daughter. “Besides, Grandma Lessing is expecting us.”

“I hate it at Grandma’s,” Katie complained. “They don’t even have a bed for me.”

“That’s because you won’t share with Kelsey,” B'Elanna replied mildly. “Besides, Klingon warriors don’t get soft beds on a warship,” she pointed out. “Sleeping on the floor is about the same as a bed on a Klingon ship.”

Katie stomped out to the transport, sulking. She gazed out the window, just in time to see Maddy James link her fingers with Geejay’s. Before B'Elanna could react, Katie shot out of her seat, screaming with blood curdling fury. “Get your hands off of her!” she bellowed, trying to get out the transport door.

Noah grabbed her by the back of her shirt, restraining her. “Sit down, young lady,” he growled, yanking her backwards and into the front seat. “Right here, where I can watch you.” 

Katie struggled but knew Noah had overpowered her. The door was still closed, and Geejay and Maddy never heard her screaming. She watched helplessly as the screen door to the kitchen banged closed, with Maddy and Geejay on the other side of it. 

Back at the house, the Junior Wildwomen were self-consciously spending their first night in public as a foursome, much to the pleasure and amusement of their elders, who were silently and secretly shuffling credits back and forth in fulfillment of various bets that had been decided as soon as Ro Laren became Emily’s lover. Laren, for her part, had been blushing at every turn, certain that any moment, Robin would say something dually embarrassing and stupid just to goad poor Ro. 

Geejay and Maddy came back into the house with the searching eye out for cake, and were rewarded with large tumblers of milk to accompany the corner pieces with the most frosting. Naomi watched them from across the room, smiling faintly.

“What’s so funny?” Robin whispered as she watched her wife.

“My sister,” Naomi replied. “Look Robbie. She’s giving Maddy moon eyes.”

“Is not,” Robin retorted, sitting down beside the Ktarian. “Well I’ll be damned. She is,” Robin acquiesced. “When do you suppose Geejay got over Katie?”

Naomi laughed. “Not long ago. It’s a good thing, considering that at the rate Katie is going, Ja’Kir is going to get her pregnant before she’s sixteen,” she opined. 

“That’s what KT thinks, too,” Robin agreed. “Geejay looks happy, though, and Maddy looks like she’s in a trance. Ah, young love,” she sighed dreamily. 

“Speaking of, look at the way Emily is ogling Laren,” Naomi said softly. “She finally has her color back in her cheeks. That Laren must be something in the sack,” she giggled, leaning her head on Robin’s shoulder. 

Robin stiffened. “Don’t get any ideas, sugar,” she sounded menacing. “I’m not sharing you with another living soul,” she said into Naomi’s ear. “Those other two are competition enough, thank you.” 

“Hey, I never rule out anything, Robs. I’ve never kissed a Bajoran,” she chided her wife.

“Learn to live vicariously through our daughters,” Robin insisted playfully. “Try for once to squelch your slutty tendencies.”

Naomi kissed her soundly. “You love my slutty tendencies. Without them you’d never get laid,” she reminded her human wife, hazel eyes glowing. Her strawberry blonde hair fell around her shoulders in a beguiling cloud of curls, and her teeth flashed like pearls. Robin lost herself for a split second, taking in how truly lovely Naomi was. 

In the living room, the workstation’s emergency frequency sounded. Naomi looked at Robin meaningfully. “That can’t be good,” she commented. “Gran, are you going to get that?” she called to Gretchen.

“I’m hoofin’ it,” Gretchen replied as she hurried to the console. “Naomi! It’s for you,” she bellowed to her granddaughter. “Kieran’s on the line.”

Naomi quirked an eyebrow at Robin. “I thought she was outside in the yard.”

“Go see what she wants. She’s probably going to spirit you away from the party for a tryst, and beat me to the punch,” Robin complained.

_____________

Owen Paris tugged at the belt of his bathrobe, padding to the front door of his house and checking the wall chronometer. He couldn’t begin to imagine who would show up at his door in the middle of the night, but he would throttle whoever it was if this wasn’t a matter of planetary security.

When the lock cycled and the door opened, he found three distraught looking women on his porch. “Amanda, what the devil—” he began.

“Owen, I’m sorry to disturb you but we really need a moment of your time,” Brand advised him, pushing her way into his living room. 

Paris stood there, bereft of any words, and finally sighed and motioned the women inside. “Kieran, Naomi, please, sit down,” he remembered his manners. “What’s so important it couldn’t wait?”

Amanda explained the dilemma before them, and the possibility that Kieran could be held responsible for not disclosing Naomi’s hallucinations, which indirectly may have contributed to the deaths on the Sagan. 

Paris shook his head the moment her monologue concluded. “I hate to kill a good conspiracy theory,” he said, smiling faintly, “but the truth is, I knew about Naomi’s hallucinations. I not only heard bits and pieces about them from Tom, since he was also in the Rainbow Caves on Restid, but they were detailed in Kathryn’s logs after her own experience linking with Naomi on Qian. Apparently, the hours just after she linked were filled with vivid recall of the things you showed your mother, Naomi. I knew about the Sagan. And I knew when we offered the ship to Kieran she probably wouldn’t take the promotion. In fact, Starfleet Command overruled my misgivings, and the Sagan was commissioned. There’s nothing you could have done to prevent this, Kieran,” he assured the shaken captain. 

“I couldn’t?” she murmured hopefully. 

“No. The decision to go forward was out of your hands, and it was an informed decision. Frankly, the brass just isn’t a firm believer in Naomi’s clairvoyance. It’s been partially accurate, but wholly unreliable, and we can’t second guess ourselves because of it,” he defended his colleagues. “Now then. I suggest you all get some sleep, and leave me to mine,” he ordered them, trying to restrain the tendency to be grumpy. 

“Admiral, thank you for seeing us,” Kieran said politely. “I wouldn’t have slept for a week if you hadn’t,” she admitted. 

“Good luck with the board,” Owen said softly, shaking her hand. “Good night, ladies.” 

___________________

Try though she might to shake the guilt over the crew of the Sagan, Kieran Wildman was struggling with it. She had taken off on her own early that morning, leaving a short comm message for her wives, and heading for the campus of Starfleet Academy. She sat in the middle of Boothby’s best garden on a concrete bench, watching the sunrise across the towering edifices where she had been educated so long ago. She loved this campus, and what it stood for. She had secretly been delighted that Amanda Brand intended to groom her to take over the school, and now all of that could be a lost cause, she knew. She wondered how she would ever pass the time aboard the Sato if she were relegated to the role of a civilian. 

Silently Kieran surrendered the desire in her heart, so that the disappointment couldn’t crush her. She sipped her mocha latte, procured from a cart vendor at the edge of campus by the transporter depot, and thought about the women she had coached here, and how many of them remained. Letting go of the dream of coming back here would have been considerably easier, had Kieran not solemnly believed in her ability to lead the school with distinction. While the honor wasn’t one she felt she necessarily deserved, she did have confidence that she would rise to the task. After all, she got comm messages almost daily from cadets and officers she recruited to Starfleet Academy, and not just from the women she had coached. 

Tyler Bilbrey walked along the footpaths of Starfleet Academy, whistling softly to herself, hands in her pockets and playing with her spare change. She had attended a rather rowdy party for Nova Squadron’s graduating cadets that had lasted until dawn, but somehow, knowing she was part of Kieran Wildman’s crew kept her from getting too out of hand. She loved the campus in the wee hours like this, quiet, deserted. She would miss the buildings and gardens, but Sato was an amazing ship, almost a city with nacelles. Tyler knew she would adjust. The Admin Building loomed large above her, casting a menacing shadow over the grounds. Tyler remembered Shane telling her how Emily Wildman had tried to jump off that very building, and Kieran had stopped her from it. 

Tyler stopped to gaze up at the thirteen stories of limestone and glass, and wondered how Emily could have found the courage to leap from it. She was startled out of her reverie when a voice said “Don’t even think about it, Ensign.”

Tyler spun on her heel, heart thundering. “Captain Wildman? You scared me, Sir,” she replied formally. “I didn’t expect anyone to be up but the birds.” Tyler tried not to gawk at the sight of Kieran Wildman in her dress whites, with enough medals and ribbons on her uniform to make it weigh a ton. 

“Well, I’m up. Late night?” Kieran needled her, motioning her over to the bench. 

Tyler blushed at Kieran’s knowing tone, and slid onto the concrete surface beside her Captain. “Yes, Sir. Big Nova Squadron party. Several of their grads are shipping out tomorrow morning.”

“And you’re reporting for duty yourself,” Kieran reminded her. “Are we still on for dinner afterward?” she asked amiably, as if her life weren’t completely turned upside down at the moment.

Tyler studied the calm façade that every officer in the fleet learned to project, wondering how much of it was genuine. “Captain, I would love to have dinner with your family, but aren’t you overtaxed at all by the board of inquiry? Aren’t you slated to testify again this morning?” she asked. “I don’t want to intrude,” Tyler added to explain the personal question she had presumed to ask.

Kieran shrugged noncommittally. “I’m trying not to let it interfere with anything. I’m not due back in court for a couple of hours. Look, I always said ‘someday’ with Shane, I figured there was plenty of time for everything I wanted to do with her. But there wasn’t. So come to my family’s manatee preserve, Tyler. Have dinner with us. Get to know my wives and my daughters. We’re a fun bunch, I guarantee it. Bring your swim suit, because Bessie and Babar will want to swim with you,” she added to entice the young ensign. 

Tyler grinned. “Who are Bessie and Babar?”

Kieran leaned against her companionably. “Manatees. Bessie is the oldest one on the Earth, as far as we know. So you should come.”

Tyler gave her a sidelong glance. “You’re being awfully nice to me, considering my family would like to get a lynch mob after you, Captain.” 

“You’re not your parents,” Kieran defended her, running her hand over the wild spikes of her blonde hair. “You can’t help what they would like to do to me.” Kieran sighed, shaking her head. “I wish they understood how much I loved your sister, how hard it’s been losing her for me, but I know they can’t see that right now. They can only see their own loss, and they need to make sense of it.” The light peeked over the buildings and illuminated the gardens around them all of a sudden, and Kieran smiled in spite of herself. Cheerful yellow black-eyed susans, marigolds, petunias, gerbera daisies, and lilies glowed in the morning sun, glistening with sparklets of dew.

“And having someone to blame makes it somehow more logical?” Tyler demanded with irritation. “Shane is dead and gone, and nothing will ever make that right. All the blame in the world won’t make one iota of difference,” she hissed, angry with her parents’ shortsightedness.

“Yes,” Kieran agreed, “but they don’t know that, Tyler. They have themselves convinced that if they extract that pound of flesh, somehow, things won’t be so bleak. It’s an easy trap to fall into. We’ve all let hurt turn to rage, and a lust for vengeance once in our lives. I’m not above it myself, and neither are you,” she reasoned, sipping her coffee. 

Tyler kicked at the grass beneath them, disbelieving. “You’re the most honorable person to ever serve in the fleet. When did you ever go blindly after anyone’s throat?” she scoffed. 

“You’d be surprised,” Kieran replied darkly, suddenly chilled at the thought. “I’ve had my moments of undeniable rage. I have my demons,” she admitted. “I’m no saint, Ensign, no matter what Shane might have told you or what the history books say. Don’t kid yourself into thinking anyone is ever moral 100% of the time, or you’ll be sadly disillusioned one day,” Kieran lectured mildly. “I’ve done a lot of things I’m not proud of.”

“I’m sure plotting to destroy someone isn’t one of those things,” Tyler retorted. “My parents aren’t even officers—they’re lowly crewmen who never rose a bit higher than a non-comm can. How do they know what it feels like to stand in your shoes?” she insisted.

“Look, kiddo, your folks may be non-comms, but they’re still part of this fleet, and they deserve your respect and mine. Just like they don’t know how it feels to be in my shoes, you don’t know how it feels to be in theirs,” Kieran argued. “Try to remember that before you decide you hate them,” she added, nudging her companion. “And don’t be so sure I haven’t plotted to destroy anyone, either,” Kieran admonished. “Like I said, I’ve done things I’m not proud of.” 

“I doubt there’s anyone who could say otherwise, in or out of uniform,” Tyler assured her. “The trick is knowing who to trust, as far as I can tell,” she added absently, shading her eyes as she gazed out over the campus. 

Kieran smiled. “Yeah, well one thing I trust for sure is that you haven’t eaten since yesterday, unless you count beer,” she chuckled. “Come on. Mikey Sorvino’s restaurant makes a Belgian waffle to die for,” she invited her young Ensign. “Besides, I haven’t had anything but coffee myself. Feel like walking across campus?”

Tyler smiled brilliantly. “Absolutely,” she replied, thinking that there wasn’t anything she’d rather be doing. Maybe, just maybe, she could get Kieran to tell a story or two about Voyager, or about Shane.

________________

Ro Laren rounded the corner of the corridor on Officer’s Row, heading for the turbolift. Kieran had asked her to make sure that all was prepared for Ensign Bilbrey’s first day of duty and Toni Sorvino’s interview, and Laren wanted to triple check everything. The last thing she wanted was to add any stress to Kieran’s plate, considering the happenings at headquarters.

She was nearly toppled by Geejay Janeway and Madison James, who were dashing off to school, apparently late. “Hey!” she shouted after them, “No running!”

Geejay skidded to a halt. “Dang it!” she griped. “I hate when I get a direct order not to do something,” she complained to Maddy. 

“We’re gonna be late,” Maddy urged her. “Come on!”

“But it was an order, Maddy!” Geejay argued. “We can’t.”

Ro Laren stifled a bark of laughter as she overheard the quarrel. She stuck her head back around the corner. “Just this once, you may run,” she relented, chuckling at the relief on Geejay’s face.

“Thanks Commander! We won’t do it again,” Geejay called over her shoulder as the two girls sped toward the school’s wing of the ship. 

“She rules,” Maddy decided, panting as she struggled to keep up with Geejay’s longer legs. “I knew we shouldn’t have done that last problem. I’m sorry, you’re gonna be late your first day as a fifth grader,” she realized woefully. 

Geejay stopped outside the classroom door, grabbed Maddy’s shoulders and hugged her impulsively. “I don’t care,” she announced defiantly. “For once in my life,” she declared, “I am not going to worry about every dumb little thing.”

Maddy was dazed and startled by the affectionate gesture, but grinning stupidly, as if her shoes were glued to the floor. 

“Come on,” Geejay urged her. “Or you’ll be in trouble, too.” 

_______________

Kathryn Janeway shuddered inwardly, remembering all too well when she had been the target of a board of inquiry. The Admirals and Vice Admirals that made up the panel sat before her, scrutinizing her testimony, tapping notes into PADDs and redirecting her answers. Kathryn recalled how the board of inquiry into Voyager’s mission twisted her words, turned them to their advantage. 

Vice Admiral Gray had taken the lead in the examination, and he fingered his goatee thoughtfully, going over Kathryn’s transcript from the day before. “Ambassador, you were captain of the Sato when Commander Ro was put in charge of tactical and security aboard the Sato. How long had Ro been reactivated at that point?”

Kathryn honestly couldn’t recall. “I would have to check my logs to answer that,” she supplied. “But as a point of clarification, Commander Ro was put on the tactical station on alpha shift several months before she took over the entire security department.”

“Why did you decide to give her the tactical posting first?” Gray asked in a neutral tone.

“Commander Wildman and I agreed that Lieutenant Mason, who was in the post at the time, was not as experienced as we wanted an officer to be in that position. We felt that running security was another matter, one that he had not shown weaknesses in,” Kathryn replied easily. “Fortunately for us, we had found Ro Laren, who was an experienced officer, just at the time we had determined that Lieutenant Mason was struggling at tactical.”

“And at what point did you determine that Lieutenant Mason was not capable of running security?” he pressed her.

“Over the next two months, Admiral. And it wasn’t that Ben wasn’t capable, so much as that he had a lot to learn. We felt Ro Laren could teach him,” she stated flatly. 

“Whose idea was it to reactivate Ro Laren to duty?” Gray asserted. 

“It was Kieran’s—Commander Wildman’s idea. Admiral Paris approved it. I supported it,” she added, steel grey eyes cold and almost defiant. “And Ro did an admirable job, or I wouldn’t have promoted her to full commander. When Commander Wildman went missing, along with my wife, Ro Laren held the ship together, because quite frankly, I was not at my best, and I was faltering.” 

“Lieutenant Shelby Parker’s affidavit indicates that when your wife and Captain Wildman were lost in the comet mining accident, Ro Laren disobeyed your orders on the search team and went AWOL,” Gray pointed out. “That hardly sounds like she was holding the ship together. Didn’t that signify to you and to Captain Wildman that Commander Ro was perhaps not officer material?”

Kathryn cleared her throat. “Lieutenant Parker’s affidavit is not a reflection of the entire set of facts,” she contended. “Commander Ro had been given orders to search no longer than three weeks. She extended the search at her own discretion because there was sufficient evidence to believe she would find my missing crewmembers. And in point of fact, she found them in the fourth week.”

“Ambassador, your logs indicate your orders were three weeks, not four,” he shot back. 

“My officers enjoy a certain amount of latitude in the performance of their duty, Admiral. I appreciate an officer that can think outside the box and be creative. Commander Ro is that sort of officer,” Kathryn defended the Bajoran. “I never had cause to doubt her abilities.”

“Do you doubt her abilities now, Ambassador, in light of the incident at Derna?” he insisted.

“Absolutely not. I am a member of the Sato crew. My wife and children live aboard that ship. Commander Ro is an excellent choice to run security, or to serve as the first officer, or for that matter, to take captaincy of any ship in this fleet. And Captain Wildman is the best the fleet has to offer. That is my opinion, and it is the opinion of any officer who has served with her. The biggest battle I ever had as a captain was wrangling Captain Wildman away from all the other captains who wanted her for their first officer,” she stated without letting her emotions carry her. 

Admiral Yamamoto interrupted to ask a question. “Which other captains were you competing against?” he put in, knowing full well who they were, but wanting to help Kathryn make her point. Yamamoto was incensed that the board had even been convened, and he knew Kieran Wildman to be capable and honorable. 

“Picard, Riker, Kim, and Kirk each offered her their number ones,” Kathryn replied, grateful that Yamamoto had given her the opportunity to name drop. It certainly couldn’t hurt. “You could call any one of them to this inquiry, and they would say nothing but positive things about Captain Wildman. Even Mike Kirk, who has a personal history with Kieran that was not always friendly. Personal feelings aside, Mike knew a good first officer when he saw one,” she put in.

Gray interrupted. “That is hearsay, Ambassador. The court reporter will strike that from the record.” He cast a sidelong glance at Admiral Yamamoto. “Ambassador Janeway, did you and Captain Wildman ever discuss Lieutenant Mason’s shortcomings?”

“Of course,” she replied. “Captain Wildman was my first officer. Ship’s personnel was her area of authority. We discussed all of the crewmembers under our command.” 

“I will assume then, that you also discussed your misgivings about Ro Laren’s service record, did you not?” he redirected the inquiry.

“I certainly took her history under advisement, Admiral. She had served time in prison, she had been formally court-martialed. But I also trusted Jean-Luc Picard’s judgment, and Commander Wildman’s judgment, and I gave Laren a chance to prove herself.” Kathryn brushed her auburn hair behind her ears, breathing deeply to quell her growing irritation.

“Did you ever say to Commander Ro, and I quote ‘I need someone like you—with a terrorist background—who can think like a terrorist. That’s why you’re in that uniform.’”

Kathryn tried not to react. “That statement is taken entirely out of context, but I did make it.”

“Did you tell Captain Wildman that you had misgivings about putting Laren back in uniform?” Gray asked, chewing the stylus for his PADD. 

“Yes I did. They were unfounded, however,” she retorted. 

Yamamoto sighed with annoyance, and interjected himself again. “Ambassador, have you ever known Captain Wildman to err in the appointment of her crew?”

“I have not. Like all captains, she takes a chance every time she promotes or hires someone. It’s the nature of the responsibility of running a ship. But Captain Wildman can size up another human being faster and more accurately than anyone I’ve ever served with. I, for one, learned never to second guess her.”

Yamamoto continued. “Until the incident on Derna, did Ben Mason ever do anything in the line of duty that made you think he needed to be demoted?”

“No. I reprimanded him verbally on one occasion, and I had my first officer work closely with him to try to bring him up to speed. But respectfully, Admiral, I would submit that there is not a ship in this fleet that has the luxury of seasoned officers in every key post. The fleet is young and it is inexperienced, and there will be mistakes. It’s ludicrous to expect any commanding officer to put together a perfect crew with the dearth of talent available to us,” Kathryn opined. “Unless the Federation legalizes cloning,” she added cordially. 

Admiral Nechayev threw in her two cents. “Ambassador, I would like to address the allegations and intimations we have heard of nepotism on the Sato. Captain Wildman has multiple family members serving aboard her ship. Have you witnessed any such favoritism?”

Kathryn set her jaw. “I have not. With all due respect, Admiral, I am the one who recruited every last Wildman on the Sato, and I am the one that promoted them. Kieran has not handed out a single promotion since she took over the captaincy. In fact, Kieran did not even go to bat for her respective wives, daughters, in-laws, or friends to get them their jobs. All of those hires were my hires, and I stand behind every single one of them. In my tenure as captain after Captain Wildman became my first officer, my officers were the most decorated ones in the fleet. Several of those commendations went to officers named ‘Wildman’. Frankly, if there are allegations of nepotism, I am surprised they aren’t against me personally. Naomi Wildman is my adopted daughter, after all, and every Wildman on the ship is related to me through her.”

“Is it true that you have continued to function as a captain aboard the Sato since Captain Wildman was promoted?” Gray queried. 

“It is. The lack of seasoned officers has created unusual needs from time to time, and since Kieran and I have a long command history, she has not hesitated to ask for my help and input,” Kathryn replied, dreading where this was likely heading.

“Was Captain Wildman unprepared to step into the fourth pip, Ambassador? I have never known a captain who was willing to share command, and I can’t imagine a bridge large enough for two egos that big,” Gray intoned sarcastically. 

“If Captain Wildman hadn’t been prepared, Admiral, I would not have relinquished my command to her, period. And if you think all captains are egomaniacs, then you don’t know Kieran,” she said with a malicious grin. 

“I have nothing further,” Gray announced to cut her off before she could embark on some glowing recital of Kieran Wildman’s stellar qualities. He looked pointedly at his colleagues. “Admirals?”

Kathryn was dismissed, and as she left the courtroom, she passed Ro Laren coming in to give her testimony. She gave Ro a meaningful look, nodded curtly, and walked outside into the daylight. 

______________

Geejay Janeway had been fretting all afternoon, knowing that Kathryn Janeway was in effect testifying against Kieran Wildman. Seven of Nine had tried to keep Geejay distracted by taking her swimming in the Wildman’s pool, along with Katie Torres, who was busy doing cannonballs off the diving board. Maddy James had returned to Sato that morning before school, and Seven wasn’t sure which had Geejay more dejected: Kieran’s trial or Maddy’s absence. School had been let out early in celebration of Zefram Cochran day, which was always cause for early release with the following day off. Geejay was actually disappointed to miss her second day of fifth grade, but Katie was clearly happy not to be in classes. 

Katie had been in such a foul temper that B'Elanna had asked Seven if the Janeways could take Katie for the day, so B'Elanna and Noah could visit with the Lessings. Seven had considered refusing, but thought perhaps Kieran might find some comfort in having her daughter with her after being in court all day, so Seven agreed with the stipulation that the girls would stay with the Lessings later that evening. Geejay, for her part, had been totally indifferent to the news that Katie was spending the afternoon with her. 

Kieran had been dismissed from the inquiry with the caveat that she would likely be recalled once the witness testimony was in the can. She had several drinks with Amanda Brand, sent her wives and daughters back to their respective tasks, and headed for the old Victorian off campus. She decided when she arrived at her San Francisco house to join the three women in her pool. Geejay and Katie clamored to her as she came out the sliding glass doorway, waving at them. 

“Hello, your Borgness,” she said pleasantly to Seven, thankful that her eyes were safely hidden behind dark sunglasses where Seven wouldn’t see the unabashed longing in Kieran’s eyes. Seven was stunning in a bathing suit, and Kieran felt her breath catch as she came upon the tall, slender blonde. It was in moments such as these, when Kieran was feeling beaten up by the world, that her feelings for Seven resurfaced, and she had been in a weakened state a good deal lately. 

Seven smiled up at her from the comfort of a chaise lounge. “Hello,” she replied, tucking her legs up under her so that Kieran could sit down on the foot of the lounge. “How did it go?”

Kieran sighed. “About the same as yesterday—grueling. Have you heard from Kathryn?”

“She left the hearing a short while ago. She is going back to Indiana to shower and change out of her formal attire, and will join us then. Cami and Hannah are with Gretchen and Gerry. B'Elanna has offered to take these two this evening, so the adults can all regroup. You look perfectly awful, Kieran,” she said softly, reaching for Kieran’s face to brush back her bangs. Seven wondered vaguely if Kieran was aware of how the Borg’s gaze tended to linger when Kieran was scantily clad.

“Flatterer,” Kieran smarted, adjusting her bathing suit strap. “I’m holding my own, sweetie, I promise,” she assured her former lover. “Just worn out.”

“Marmar!” Katie hollered at the tall captain. “We’ve been waiting for you to come home and play with us,” she said insistently. 

Kieran flipped her sunglasses up so Seven could see her eyes. “My fans await. Can I have a sip of that?” she asked, pointing to Seven’s iced tea. 

Seven grinned. “You don’t even need to ask. After all, we’ve shared plenty of germs in our long association,” she flirted, waggling her eyebrows. 

Kieran pretended to sigh with the memory. “Ah, yes, we did. The best germs,” she agreed, winking at the buxom Borg. “You know, Seven, if I had had any idea how much life was gonna suck when we got rescued, I’d have shot the rescue team on sight,” she bitched. 

Seven laughed, hugging Kieran lightly. “I would have helped, if not for the fact that Kit was on the team. Are you getting in the pool?”

“Yeah. I promised the kids. I’d really rather just take a nap,” she admitted.

“Erin is doing exactly that,” Seven commented. 

“She’s here?” Kieran got excited. “Can I take her in the pool with us?” she enthused, suddenly animated. “She used to love swimming with us in the waterfall,” she recalled fondly. 

“When she wakes up, I’ll bring her to you,” Seven promised. “Go entertain your own offspring, for now,” she said in a teasing, imperious tone. 

Kieran delayed a moment, just gazing at Seven. “Do you ever wish we could go back?” she asked quietly.

Seven kissed Kieran’s forehead. “I don’t let myself think about it. And neither should you.”

Kieran closed her eyes against the sensation. “Yeah, you’re right. Killjoy.” She leapt to her feet and hurled herself into the pool, disrupting the water around Katie and Geejay, who sputtered and giggled. 

When Kieran was so exhausted her limbs felt leaden, she excused herself from the pool and crashed on the chaise lounge Seven had abandoned, falling asleep almost instantly. Geejay and Katie settled down at Geejay’s insistence that they keep it quiet, because “Kato needed to rest”. 

Katie watched her mother. “I don’t get it. She’s always tired all the time,” she noted, seating herself on the massage bench of the pool. 

Geejay joined her, legs tucked against her chest. “It’s the inquiry that’s killing her,” she observed. “The board must have keelhauled her.”

“Inquiry?” Katie asked. “What are you talking about?” she asked, oblivious to the situation.

“You really are a spent nacelle, sometimes,” Geejay complained. “The board of inquiry that’s ripping your mother a new one over what happened to Jenny and Emily,” she explained. “She could lose her command, or have you been too busy swapping spit with Ja’Kir to pay attention to what’s been happening?”

Katie’s eyes flew open wide. “You’re making that up,” she accused Geejay. “Starfleet practically begged my mom to become a captain. Why would they demote her?”

“Dereliction of duty, in their feeble minds,” Geejay said darkly, flicking a droplet of water off her cheek. 

Katie’s jaw was on her chest. “Are you serious?” she hissed, shaking Geejay’s arm. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

Geejay rolled her eyes. “They probably did, only since you always have your head up your ass, you can’t hear anything,” she admonished. “Katie, do you pay attention to anything but your own problems?” she scolded her friend. “You spend all your time making out with Ja’Kir, instead of acting like you care about your family,” she continued hotly. 

Katie glared at her. “Ja’Kir needs me. He said so,” she said petulantly, turning away from her companion.

“Oh, and that makes it okay? You must be the most selfish person in the quadrant,” she accused. 

“I don’t want to fight with you, Geejay,” she said, irritated. “And I’m tired of apologizing for how I feel about Ja’Kir. You’re just jealous.”

Geejay regarded her coolly. “You’re right. I am jealous. And you’re self-centered and arrogant. Why don’t you just go back to the ship and find your boyfriend?”

Katie touched Geejay’s hand. “Because I’m with my girlfriend,” she replied, trying to smooth things over. She scooted closer to the diminutive blonde, sliding her arms around Geejay’s shoulders. “And since you’re abandoning me to the fourth grade, I would think you’d want to make the most of what little time we’re going to have together now,” she added with a pout. She leaned in to try to kiss Geejay, hoping to quash the brewing quarrel, and needing to reassert her place in Geejay’s life. She could still recall Maddy James holding Geejay’s hand the night before, and it was all she could do not to track Maddy down and dismember her.

Geejay debated with herself, body fighting with her brain. But she reluctantly pushed Katie away, shaking her head. “I don’t want to do those things with you if you’re going to keep doing them with Ja’Kir,” she decided. “You’re not my girlfriend anymore,” she said firmly. 

Katie’s heart clutched in her chest. “Don’t say that, Geej, please,” she begged, face clouding as though she might cry. “Why can’t you understand that you’re both important to me?” she demanded, frustrated. She got up, disentangling herself from Geejay, and hopped out of the pool. “You keep pushing me to give you something I just don’t know how to give,” she implored.

Geejay gathered her towel and goggles, climbing out of the pool as well. “If you don’t get it, Katie, then you don’t. You’re the one always yakking about Klingon honor, well, Klingons don’t have multiple partner marriages,” she pointed out, her feelings injured. “And you’re so convinced the world revolves around you, you never even congratulated me for skipping ahead a grade.”

“Why would I be happy about it?” Katie argued. “You’re leaving me behind.”

Geejay scowled angrily. “Because for once, it’s not about you, Katie. News flash. Copernicus called, and you are not the center of the universe.” 

Katie shook her head, speechless. 

“I shouldn’t be surprised you don’t get that joke,” Geejay muttered, disgusted. 

Geejay hesitated only momentarily, but when it became obvious that Katie wasn’t going to reply, she left.

Katie sat down on the diving board, bewildered. How could Geejay admire Kieran so much, but not understand Kieran’s lifestyle?

Seven of Nine was busy in the kitchen, making lunch. “Geejay, are you hungry?” she asked her daughter, noting she had come in from outside. 

Geejay flopped down on the barstool, shaking her head. “No. Mom, is Kieran going to be court-martialed?”

Seven set down the knife she had been using to slice vegetables, dried her hands and went to sit with her child. “No, she is not,” Seven assured her. “She may not be the captain of the Sato any longer, but she is not going to be court-martialed, sweetheart.”

“But Borg-Mom, she didn’t do anything wrong,” Geejay wailed. “If Kato isn’t the captain, I don’t want to be on a ship anymore. I don’t trust Starfleet, if they’re stupid enough to punish her just because it’s convenient to blame her for what happened,” she declared, righteous indignation roiling in her soul. “Do they really, truly believe Kato is a bad captain?” she demanded.

Seven sighed, leaning against the breakfast bar. “I hope not, Geejay. And I know everyone they ask is going to tell them differently.”

“If they do that to her, I don’t think she can take it, Mom. She’s so sad over everything,” Geejay noted. “It shows in her face, even when she’s smiling,” she said, worried. 

Seven ruffled Geejay’s hair affectionately. “You’re so sensitive to other people’s feelings, honey. What do you think Kieran’s sad about?”

Geejay bit her lip. “Everything. What happened to Jenny and Emily. Not being your girlfriend anymore. All the people that died that she loved on the Sagan. Katie running away. P’Arth being here,” she recited on her fingers. “That’s a lot of sadness, Mom. And you know her. She thinks everything bad that happens is her fault. Just like K-Mom does.”

Seven smiled sympathetically. “And just like you, too, Geejay. You take so much on your shoulders, honey. You really need to stop doing that to yourself.”

Kieran Wildman had slipped in the back door, and overheard a snippet of the conversation as Geejay said “Do you think the board of inquiry would let me speak before them? So I could tell them how hard Kato works and how she takes care of us all?”

“I don’t think so, sweetheart, but I’ll check if you want me to,” Seven decided. “You wouldn’t be afraid to talk in front of all those Admirals?” she asked gently.

“Not if it’s for Kieran,” Geejay contended. “How can they even know what it’s like being in charge of a ship, when they just sit in boring old offices all day? It’s not fair,” she concluded. She considered momentarily. “If I ask you something will you tell me the truth, Borg-Mom?” 

“Yes,” Seven agreed. 

“I heard Noah and B'Elanna talking about something, and it confused me. Is it true that Kato almost starved herself to death on the jungle planet because she gave you and Erin most of her food? And that she dug her own grave in case she died?”

Seven bit her lip. “Yes, it’s true.”

“I don’t think I’d make a very good captain, then,” Geejay said, shaking her head. “I hate to be hungry.”

“It’s not part of being a captain, honey,” Seven advised her, stroking her wildly spiked hair. “Kieran wasn’t the captain, yet, in fact.”

“Then why would she do something that dangerous?” Geejay asked. “Wasn’t she afraid she’d die? Didn’t she care about coming home to all of us?”

“I imagine she was very afraid she would die, and I know for a fact she wanted to come back to everyone. But she was convinced that if she took her half of the food, Erin wouldn’t have ever been born.”

Geejay nodded, suddenly understanding. “It’s not because she was the captain. It’s because she’s Kieran.”

Seven hugged her close. “That’s exactly right.”

“Wow. No wonder someone as pretty as Robbie loves her,” Geejay murmured, awed by it. “Katie wouldn’t share her food with me, even if she had barnfuls of it,” she realized. “How can Katie really be Kieran’s daughter?”

Kieran was listening at entry of the kitchen, and she had to stifle a guffaw at that. She stuck her head in the entry. “She’s mine, all right, Geejay. I swear.”  She sauntered into the kitchen, taking a seat beside her young friend. “What’s for lunch, ladies?”

Seven smirked. “Green corn tamales and corn chowder,” she replied, knowing they were two of Kieran’s favorites. 

Kieran grinned ear to ear. “You’re cooking for me, your Borgness?” she asked. 

Seven winked at her. “I was conscripted by the Wildwomen, who have ultimate faith in my ability to make you eat,” she quipped.

Just then Erin awoke from her nap, squalling at the top of her lungs. “I’ll get her, Seven,” Kieran offered. “She’s probably wet.”  Kieran trotted back to the nursery, fishing Erin out of the cradle. “Hello, big girl,” she cooed at the baby, jostling her to distract her. “Look at those blue eyes,” she said in baby talk. “Let’s get you changed, sweetie,” she said softly, watching Erin’s face light up at the sound of Kieran’s voice. 

Geejay had tagged along, filling her eyes with Kieran, still marveling at the fact that Kieran had gone to such lengths to take care of Erin and Seven. “She’s sure loud,” Geejay said unobtrusively. 

“That’s because she so tiny, she has to make a lot of noise to get noticed,” Kieran explained, kneeling down in the floor so Geejay could look at her sister. 

Geejay touched Erin’s hair, smiling. “We look just like Borg-Mom, huh Kato?”

“You sure do, Sport,” she replied, looking directly at her young friend. “What’s that look for, kiddo?” she asked, drawing Geejay in with her free arm. 

“I don’t want you to be in trouble with Starfleet,” she said hesitantly. 

Kieran gave her a steady look. “Geejay, you’re not supposed to worry about stuff like that. I don’t want you to be concerned.”

“How can I not be?” she asked. “Aren’t you worried?”

Kieran nodded slowly. “Yes, I am. But honey, part of being a commanding officer means that you take it on the chin, sometimes. If the brass thinks I was derelict in my duty, then I accept the consequences.”

“How can you be an effective leader, if they can just decide one day you did something wrong?” Geejay asked. “That’s not fair.” 

“Sport, sometimes life isn’t fair. I’m not even sure it’s supposed to be,” Kieran consoled her. “But I know I did my best, and that’s all anyone can ever do.”

“What will you do if they take the ship away from you?” Geejay said, her voice almost a whisper. 

“Don’t count me out just yet,” she assured her friend. “I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve. You just never know what I’ll come up with,” she laughed. “In fact, I already have it figured out.”

“Really?” Geejay asked, smiling with relief. “What?”

“There’s a ranch for sale in Tucson, and if they take the Sato away from me, I’m going to buy it. When Robbie and Naomi are ready to come back to Earth, I’m going to raise horses with Cameron and Cassidy,” she plotted quite seriously. “And you can finally have that pony you want,” she added fondly. 

Geejay’s smile was as radiant as the sun outside. “No way.”

Kieran laughed. “Yes, way. Now let’s go eat lunch before it gets cold, Sport. No more worrying?” she requested, kissing Geejay’s cheek.

Geejay nodded. “No more worrying.”


_____________

Tyler Bilbrey fidgeted nervously outside the conference room where the board of inquiry was convened. She was on her first day of duty, yet was being called to testify against Kieran instead of going through orientation on the Sato. She cursed her parents inwardly for their foolishness, pacing the long corridor waiting to be called. She was startled to see a blonde little girl who looked remarkably like Seven of Nine come into the building. The little girl took up a vigil outside the courtroom, as if she were waiting for someone. 

Ben Mason scurried out of the conference room, and the proceedings were in recess, apparently, because suddenly there were several Admirals in the hallway. The little girl boldly walked up to one of the Admirals, and slipped her hand in his.

“Admiral Yamamoto?” she asked. “Could I have a word with you, please?” she requested as formally as she could. 

He smiled down at her, perplexed, but intrigued. “What can I do for you, Miss--?”

“Geejay,” she replied. “I want to address the board of inquiry,” she stated flatly. 

His smile melted away, and he knelt down in the corridor. “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” he said gently. “These are very serious proceedings, not a game.”

Geejay set her jaw. “I am a member of the Sato crew,” she replied. “Captain Wildman is my commanding officer. I know this isn’t a game, Sir.” 

Alynna Nechayev met his eye, smirking. “She’s a member of the crew, Admiral. I think we should let her say her peace.” She winked at him, as if to say “Oh, come on Clive, humor her.” 

Yamamoto shrugged. “Very well, young lady. You have five minutes before the court. Let me gather everyone back inside.” As they corralled the board members and staff, Yamamoto nudged Nechayev. “Gray is going to crap himself, Alynna. He’ll accuse us of making a mockery of this.”

Alynna smiled. “If I bend him over, will you yank the stick out of his ass, Clive?” she asked, not entirely facetiously. 

Geejay was sworn in, and the court reporter began recording. 

“State your name and rank for the record, please,” the officer of the court requested. 

“Gretchen Janeway, fifth grader,” she replied. 

Admiral Yamamoto nodded, trying not to laugh. “What would you like to say to the court, Miss Janeway?”

Geejay darted her eyes around the room, but pressed on. “I would like this honorable board to know all the reasons why Captain Wildman shouldn’t lose her ship, or her rank, or anything at all. Only you gave me five minutes, and it would take hours to tell you all of those reasons. I—I wrote a paper for one of my classes, and I would like to read part of it to you. The assignment was to pick the person we considered the greatest figure in our history, and I wrote mine on Captain Wildman,” she said, pulling a PADD from her pocket. She began to recite the modest tribute to Kieran’s career, but the details sounded trivial compared to what she really wanted to say. She stopped mid-paper. “You know all this stuff, because you’ve reviewed her service record. But there are things that aren’t in any Starfleet records that you don’t know,” she said persuasively. 

“Last year, Captain Wildman was rescued from an away mission that went horribly wrong. My mother and Captain Wildman were stranded on a class M planet, and they had to survive there for eight months. The official records don’t tell the whole story. But my mom told me the truth about what happened. My mom was pregnant with my sister at the time, and Kieran—Captain Wildman—had to take care of her. Mom was injured very badly, and didn’t remember anything—not even that she was pregnant. They were running out of food after only a couple of weeks, and Kieran knew the baby would die if Mom didn’t have a lot to eat. Kieran killed animals and foraged for roots and berries and anything she could find that was edible. You know all that, too, because she’s written updates to the survival manual that are required reading for all officers. But what you don’t know is that she had to put herself on one quarter rations to make sure my mom didn’t die, and my sister didn’t die. She went for months that way, barely eating enough to survive herself, and she saved their lives. She even dug her own grave, in case she didn’t make it, so my mom wouldn’t have to do any hard work while she was pregnant. I don’t know why that’s not in the database, or why everyone treats it like a huge secret. But it seems unfair, to me, that anyone, including this board would ever question her dedication to her job, or to her crew. I know I’m just a kid, and I don’t have a big important perspective on things. I probably don’t understand duty, or regulations, or protocol. But to me the important thing is my mom didn’t die, and my sister is so healthy she makes us half deaf when she wets her diaper. And that’s because Kieran would do anything in her power to protect her crew. I don’t have to understand duty to know she could never be derelict in hers. It’s not in her character to be careless or thoughtless,” Geejay concluded. “My whole family has been in Starfleet. My grandpa was an Admiral, just like you. I’ve been raised to believe in your judgment and your wisdom, and to respect you. Please don’t take that away from me by doing the wrong thing now.” Geejay looked around the room at the assembled panel, making eye contact with each of them. “Thank you for hearing my testimony.”

Admiral Yamamoto stood up to escort the youngster out of the courtroom, leaving the entire board sitting in stunned silence. He closed the door behind them, and held out his hand to shake hers. “I knew your grandfather, Geejay. And I know he would be proud of you, today,” he said softly. “And so would your captain.” 

“Would my grandfather be proud of you, today Admiral?” she asked gently.

Admiral Yamamoto thought long and hard about that question. “I would like to think so,” he admitted. “You’ve given me a great deal to think about. Thank you for coming here today,” he said sincerely, returning to the courtroom.

Vice Admiral Gray cleared his throat. “That was most certainly a Janeway,” he said, awed. “Ask Ensign Bilbrey to come in, deputy.”

_______________

Toni Sorvino beamed aboard the Sato, anxious to see her parents and to meet Kieran Wildman again. She wanted the Chief of Security job so badly, she could almost taste it. She had gotten a delayed start on her Starfleet career because her illness had kept her from attending the Academy until she was in her late twenties. She felt anxious to make up for lost time, and hoped with a mentor like Kieran Wildman, her career would flourish. She expected the quartermaster to meet her at the transporter room, since her dinner date wasn’t for several hours, but Kieran Wildman was waiting there for her, decked out in her navy blue jumpsuit with the red mock turtleneck and the four gold pips. It was startling to see Kieran in a Starfleet uniform, when Toni best remembered Kieran in her basketball uniform.

“Toni,” Kieran said warmly, holding out both hands. “It’s so good to see you again,” she enthused, grinning broadly. “You look great.”

The lieutenant was stunned to be greeted so informally. “Captain,” she said appreciatively, “it was so kind of you to meet me. I didn’t expect a red carpet,” she joked, instantly at ease with her ersatz CO, which was exactly what Kieran intended.

“Have you seen your folks, yet? I know they’re dying to hug you,” Kieran advised her, ushering her out of the transporter room. “We have guest quarters for you, but if you’d rather stay with your family, I wouldn’t be offended.”

Toni gazed around the corridors of the ship, whistling softly to herself. “This is gorgeous,” she murmured. “I’ll probably have to stay with them at least once, but I’ve never been on a Supremacy class ship, and I may have trouble dragging myself back to my old room,” she admitted, grinning. 

Kieran laughed. “I know the feeling. Sato is the lap of luxury compared to every ship I’ve ever been on before it,” she said with pride. “Let me give you the two-credit tour,” she offered.

Toni was again taken off guard. “You can spare the time?” she asked meekly. 

“You’re our guest, Lieutenant,” Kieran replied easily. “I didn’t invite you here to be rude and dump you off on a junior officer.” She grinned inwardly at the way she had disarmed her prospective candidate. “This is my ready room,” she began the tour. “And I need coffee. Can I get you something?”

Toni was flabbergasted, but charmed, to say the least. Will Riker had hardly ever asked her into his private domain unless he wanted something from her. “I’d love a cup, Captain. Thank you. Oh, my,” she breathed, admiring the trophy case in the corner. “Your rookie of the year award,” she murmured. “It’s—”

“Pretentious as hell to have it in here,” Kieran interrupted, grinning ruefully, “but my wives insisted. And my eldest daughter was even more adamant about it. I was outnumbered.”

Toni accepted her mug of coffee, laughing. “It probably saves you a ton of time, Captain, since everyone must ask to see it. How many of your officers have wheedled an autograph from you?” she teased knowingly. 

Kieran blushed. “Watch it, Lieutenant, or I might think you’re trying to flatter me,” she warned. “A few,” she agreed. “Most of the requests come from people higher up than me. I must have signed basketballs for every Admiral in the fleet with a granddaughter,” she admitted. “Your dad has several, I might add.” 

Toni quirked an eyebrow. “Who do you think he was asking on behalf of?” she chuckled. 

“He told me you have a shrine to my career in your quarters,” Kieran said in an accusing tone. “Honestly, Toni, why would you bother? I washed out of the WNBA.”

Toni bristled protectively. “You did no such thing! You were forced to retire, and that’s not nearly the same! I think those rules about cybernetic enhancements are a crock, anyway,” she opined, then realized she’d just spouted off in front of the woman she wanted to serve under. “I’m sorry. I’m a little bit opinionated when it comes to basketball,” she said sheepishly. 

“I know how that is,” Kieran admitted, touching the younger woman’s shoulder. Kieran’s workstation sounded, and Amanda Brand materialized on the viewer. The captain scrambled over to take the hail. “Hello, Amanda,” Kieran greeted her, studying her face. “Have you been crying?” she asked, startled by Amanda’s countenance. 

Amanda nodded. “You’ll understand shortly. Kieran there was an amazing piece of testimony in the inquiry today. I want you and the family to come to my house this afternoon as soon as the morning transcript is released, so you can see it.”

“I’ll rally the troops, then,” Kieran agreed. “Are you okay?”

“I am terrific. I suspect the hearing will close very soon. And then we can get this nonsense behind us. I’ll see you at 1300 hours. Brand out.”

“You and Admiral Brand are on a first name basis?” Toni wondered aloud. 

Kieran shrugged. “Yeah. Amanda is like family to me. We have a hell of a history,” Kieran confided. “Sit down, Toni, get comfortable. This isn’t your interview,” she admonished. “Tell me about your  last anbo-jitsu tournament,” she invited the younger woman with an encouraging smile. “Your father brags incessantly about you, you know,” she teased. 

Toni eased into the chair opposite the lanky captain. “Parental privilege. He exaggerates shamelessly, and has zero credibility,” she admitted. “But I love him.”

“He’s a wonderful guy,” Kieran agreed. “He’s always been there for my family. It’s about time I returned the favor,” she added thoughtfully. 

“I doubt you owe him anything at all, Captain,” she replied easily. “Dad just takes the whole customer service angle to an extreme for his favorite patrons,” she explained. “He knows everyone by name, never forgets a face. It’s just how he is.”

Kieran sipped her coffee. “When I was too sick to think straight, your folks brought food to the infirmary because Naomi told them I wouldn’t eat hospital food, and I was wasting away. They’ve hosted anniversary parties for my family, birthday bashes, all sorts of celebrations. But it never felt like I was a customer,” she marveled at it. “It felt like I was with an extended part of my own family. And when they organized an impromptu banquet the day Jenny testified—well, suffice it to say I won’t forget that. Not ever.”

“I guess Daddy used some of his charm to get you to look into my career ambitions?” she asked hesitantly.

Kieran sensed the uneasiness that colored her words. “I admit, I checked you out because Mike is my friend. But if your credentials had been lacking, you wouldn’t be sitting here now. So don’t worry that this is some sort of payback. What would you like to see on the ship?”

“Could I see the tactical station on the bridge?” Toni asked hopefully. 

Kieran laughed, knowing immediately she would enjoy having the Lieutenant on staff. “You really must want the job,” she commented. “Most everyone who comes aboard wants to see the recreational facilities and the crew quarters, and not much else,” she confessed. “I’ve never had anyone ask to see the bridge first, except of course other captains and first officers.” Kieran stood again. “No time like the present. It’s right through those doors,” she invited the younger woman. 

Toni smiled, a big genuine, open smile, like a kid about to go to a candy store. Kieran had already decided to offer the posting, without even doing the interview, based upon that eagerness alone.

“There’s something you should know, though, Toni,” Kieran explained as the doors to the bridge whooshed open. “I have a plan to expand the command structure of the Supremacy class vessels—well, Jean-Luc Picard and I have a plan we’re going to pitch to Starfleet. My idea, because the Supremacy class ships are so large and complex, is to separate security into two functions—tactical, which would be the position of my 2nd officer, and ship wide security, which would be your job. I hope that doesn’t disappoint you,” she added apologetically. “I know you’re used to running the whole department where you’ve been.”

Toni breathed deeply, digesting that bit of information. “I had expected to run both, Captain,” she admitted. “But I can see where you’d want a more seasoned officer at the tactical station. For my age, I’m green, I suppose,” she allowed. “Have you lined up your second in command yet?” she asked with an edge of trepidation. She had a nervous habit of smoothing her dull brown hair and tucking it behind her ears that reminded Kieran of Robin Wildman. Kieran suppressed a grin.

“I’ve asked Claren James to take the post. She’s considering it,” Kieran replied. “Here’s the console,” she said absently, watching Toni take inventory of the controls. 

Toni smiled approvingly. “Good choice, Sir. Commander James was an amazing martial artist in her day. How is her recovery going?” she asked, remembering more than one tournament Claren had competed in. 

“She’s not 100%, but then, cybernetic relays aren’t an easy thing to adapt to. I struggled with my own. So I don’t expect her to bounce back suddenly. But you don’t have to have full use of both arms to run this station, either, so I’m not at all concerned about her capabilities.”

“And you’re not worried about her space-worthiness after the Sagan?” Toni asked respectfully, hoping she hadn’t crossed a line. 

“Of course I’ll ask for a full psych eval,” Kieran confirmed, “but Claren was with me on Voyager, and I doubt that she’s fazed by the Sagan’s destruction. She’s tough as duranium hull plating. Honestly, Toni, if she didn’t wash out after all those years in the Delta Quadrant, she’s hardcore fleet material, like Kathryn, like me.” Kieran noted that Toni had begun to punch in sequences of tactical maneuvers in the simulator mode, and she had asked the console to reconfigure itself for one hand access to test it out. Kieran sensed that Toni’s instincts were sharp and she had the feeling that Toni could run tactical, just as well as the security department itself. She nudged her guest. “Satisfied with the single input control?”

Toni colored slightly. “I’ve never seen it done this way, but yes, Sir, I’m satisfied it’s possible. I didn’t intend any insult to your judgment, Captain,” she added, meeting Kieran’s gaze. 

Kieran touched her sleeve. “Life is precious, and God knows, you fought for yours at a very tender age. I don’t blame you for being skeptical, and I certainly don’t expect you to trust me implicitly. You know me as a basketball player, not an officer, and I have to earn your respect. I know that,” she said mildly. 

Toni cocked her head to one side, scrutinizing Kieran’s demeanor. “Funny, that,” she said quietly. “Captain Riker would expect my allegiance and my implicit respect, whether I’d seen him in action or not. In his mind, the pips are all the proof anyone needs,” she said contemplatively. 

“Don’t take me wrong, I do absolutely demand your allegiance, but I can also understand how in today’s fleet, the pips don’t necessarily mean the person in them is qualified. Besides,” Kieran said, turning away, “I am the subject of a board of inquiry at the moment, and the brass may decide I’m not qualified to run this ship. I don’t discount that fact.” She set her jaw, determined not to let the board get her down. “Nonetheless, I have to look out for Sato, and if I lose my command, I want to step down knowing that I staffed her to the best of my ability.” Kieran absently stroked the console of the tactical station. “She’s an amazing ship. The most sophisticated piece of machinery I’ve ever seen. She makes Voyager look like a toy,” she commented, unable to hide the awe in her voice. 

“If the board relieves you of your command, what will you do?” she asked, horrified at the idea of being forced out of a job. “Will you take the demotion?”

Kieran shook her head. “No. I’ll retire, and stay on as Robin’s and Naomi’s spouse until we open the wormhole. And then we’ll all regroup and decide where we’ll all go next. I doubt we’ll stay in Starfleet after that. I can’t imagine any of my wives wanting to be on the Sato under any other captain. They’re a tad protective of me,” she chuckled fondly. “Kit will have a fit and fall in it, but the more I think about it, the less I want to be in uniform if I can’t command a ship.”


Toni nodded knowingly. “You spent a lot of years on Voyager in a subordinate role,” she agreed. “Once you’ve tasted command, anything less would be unpalatable,” she said with feeling. 

“Ah,” Kieran laughed, “spoken like the daughter of a restaurateur,” she teased. “Always the food metaphors,” she remarked. “What else would you like to see, Lieutenant?”

“Everything,” Toni said honestly. “Dad said to ask you to show me your statue,” she said with a wicked smile. 

Kieran laughed out loud. “That damned hunk of metal is the bane of my existence,” she said ruefully. “Your dad and everyone else alive knows I hate it.”

Toni burst out laughing. “Well, then, no wonder it’s the most legendary joke in the fleet. Everyone talks about it. There’s a comm-list you can subscribe to for updates on the costumes. Every time the fun committee dresses you up, I get an alert with the latest photo,” she advised her companion. “It’s a riot. Everyone I know subscribes.”

Kieran’s eyes flew open wide. “You’re shitting me. There’s an official comm-publication of it?”

Toni giggled. “Yes, Sir. In the old HTML web style display with links and a virtual tour. It’s quite entertaining.”

Kieran grabbed her arm, hustling her back to the ready room. “Show me. This I have got to see,” she grumbled. “I’m going to kill my daughter. This little scheme has her name all over it,” she said darkly. “I haven’t decided how I’m going to exact my revenge yet,” she confided. “But when I do, Kit will never know what hit her.”

______________

Tyler Bilbrey had expected the board to be much more ruthless, but the Admirals impaneled could only be described as subdued. They asked her questions about Shane, which she expected, and questions about her parents, which she did not. Vice Admiral Gray was the lead interrogator, and Tyler was actually feeling as though she liked him. He smiled at her once or twice, and that put her at ease. 

“Ensign, you were offered a posting on Captain Wildman’s ship last week, were you not?” he asked amiably.

Tyler shook her head. “No, Sir, before graduation, Captain Wildman talked to me about joining her crew.”

“Did the timing of the offer seem odd to you?” he asked, folding his hands on the table in front of him. 

“Odd, Sir? I don’t know what you mean,” she replied hesitantly.

“I mean, Ensign, in light of the fact that a board of inquiry was convening, under pressure from the populace, most importantly, your parents,” he needled her. 

“At first I did think it was odd that Captain Wildman was interested in me, yes,” she replied, “considering none of the other choice assignments had come my way. I even pointed that out to Captain Wildman, because I didn’t want her to take on a liability, not after everything she’d done for Shane.”

“And she took you on in spite of your being a liability?” he pressed her, reaching for his water glass. 

“She didn’t see me as a liability, Sir,” Tyler answered forthrightly. “She told me she didn’t think a simple mistake should cause me to end up piloting a garbage scow. She said she knew exactly how I felt and that she was surprised I hadn’t taken a leave of absence after Shane died.”

“She knew exactly how you felt?” Gray clarified.

“Yes, about Shane dying. Because Captain Wildman’s sister died when she was a cadet, too. She said she understood how grief can effect performance, and that she didn’t expect her officers to be superhuman.”

“Did she tell you then what your position would be?” Gray queried apprehensively.

“No, Sir, she didn’t.”

“And how did you react?” he asked, not sure where to go with his line of questioning.

“I—I broke down and cried, Sir,” she admitted. 

Gray was clearly taken aback. “You cried? And Captain Wildman—did she reprimand you?”

It was Tyler’s turn to be taken aback. “No, Sir, she hugged me and told me to cry.”

“You don’t find that behavior improper in a commanding officer?” he asked, flummoxed.

“I found it refreshing, because frankly, I really did need to cry. And Captain Wildman is also Doctor Wildman, and I can imagine her being a really good therapist,” she added. “For the first time since Shane died, I felt like I mattered.”

“Did Captain Wildman ask you to intercede with your parents, to dissuade them from pushing for this board to convene?” he demanded, frustrated at the raw emotion in the room.

“No, Sir, she forbade it, expressly. It was her first direct order as my commanding officer, Admiral,” Tyler reported proudly. “I wanted to. But she wouldn’t let me.” 

Vice Admiral Gray had nothing else to ask, because either Kieran Wildman had played it by the book, or Tyler Bilbrey was lying. Either way, there was nothing to uncover, no obvious failure of duty, nothing unethical. He thanked the Ensign and dismissed her. He turned to his colleagues. “I have nothing further—do you?”

The other panelists agreed they could move on to the next witness in a long list of witnesses that included B'Elanna Lessing, Cassidy Thompson, each of Kieran’s wives, Amanda Brand, Claren James, half of the security team of the Sato, and anyone who might potentially have an axe to grind against Kieran Wildman. Seven of Nine would be the last to testify, and had been added to the list after Geejay’s testimony for the purposes of verifying what Geejay had told them about the jungle planet incident. Even with the list they had compiled, Vice Admiral Gray had begun to think the inquiry was pointless. He saw no viable connection between the destruction of the Sagan and Kieran Wildman’s involvement with Shane Bilbrey. He saw no misdeeds in her command, and no true fault for keeping Ben Mason at his post. The mission logs and the testimony of the crew was exceedingly clear: Ben Mason’s incompetence was only revealed at the time of the abductions, not before. And as soon as that fact came to light, the appropriate steps were taken to insure that nothing similar would happen again. 

_____________

Keh’grang knew P’Arth would be detained in Lenara Wildman’s laboratory for hours, going over the latest data for the wormhole project. P’Arth had become a student of the research, of sorts, and Lenara loved an inquisitive mind. She had invited P’Arth to go over the plans at her leisure, while Lenara joined her wives and family at Amanda Brand’s house in San Francisco. Amanda had summoned them all for something she considered very important, and Kieran had insisted they all meet at Amanda’s. 

P’Arth had been disappointed not to be included, and though she knew she had no right to expect an invitation, she had sulked most of the morning, nonetheless. Keh’grang found her fascination with the humans repulsive, but he indulged her if only for the sake of keeping the peace with Detara, who pulled the strings on their plan from a very long distance, but pulled them with finesse. 

Ja’Kir had agreed that in exchange for keeping his mother busy over dinner, Keh’grang would help him rendezvous with Katie Torres as soon as she was back aboard Sato. 

Detara’s most recent encrypted message had been explicit. Keh’grang made the arrangements, and as soon as night fell, he transported to the city. San Francisco was a maze of lights and alleys, but his contact was at the coordinates at the appointed time.

“You’re certain you were not followed?” the man asked from beneath a hooded sweatshirt that obscured his face.

“Yes,” Keh’grang replied. “I doubled back and changed paths at least six times to be sure. Do you have it?”

The stranger pulled a metallic container from beneath the zippered jacket. “Tell To’Rehkt it was nice doing business with him,” he said quietly, slipping the cylinder into Keh’grang’s sweaty palm. He left as quickly as he had appeared, laughing darkly to himself. Bilitrium was worthless for Keh’grang’s purposes without an anti-matter converter, and those were the purview of the Cardassians. To’Rehkt was a fool for paying such a handsome price for the crystalline explosive. There were no Cardassians within a hundred light years, and whatever To’Rehkt intended to do with the Bilitrium, it wouldn’t be anything soon. 

Keh’grang studied the cylinder, handling it gingerly, even though he knew it was inert in its present state. Detara would be impressed that he had managed this portion of her plan without incident. If only he could get past the feeling that he had to continually prove himself to her, he might actually be happy about their betrothal. Yet he couldn’t shake the sense that somehow, Detara was mocking him, that her intentions were insincere. 

Or, perhaps, he reasoned, she had only accepted their liaison because she was with child. Perhaps after the child was conceived, Detara had acquiesced gradually because she truly had little choice in the matter. Clearly, P’Arth was done with the girl, and nothing Detara said or did regained P’Arth’s favor. And only through her relationship with Keh’grang could Detara hope for a future, for it was only for Keh’grang’s sake that P’Arth had shown any mercy to Detara at all. Without Keh’grang, Detara’s bloodlust could not be satisfied. P’Arth would win, where honor demanded she lose. Keh’grang hated his life for that instant, sick of all the turmoil and danger involved in crossing his mistress. 

P’Arth had so many enemies, and any number of them would pay a handsome price for her glistening, pulsing heart on a silver serving tray. Keh’grang doubted the Klingon high council would even charge him with treason, since most of the council members despised having a woman as Chancellor, were he to bargain for such treachery. Why had Detara not considered it herself? After all, she was working with To’Rehkt, so why concoct such an elaborate scheme to bring P’Arth down, with so many potential pitfalls and intricacies? Keh’grang sighed and tucked the cylinder beneath his cloak. He knew he was not a cunning warrior, not like To’Rehkt, and surely To’Rehkt had his reasons. Who was he to question a strategist of that caliber? Or for that matter, to question his blood-bonded mate? He glanced cautiously up and down the sidewalk, then headed for the coordinates he had programmed for his beam out. He detoured to a bar, so that his face would be recognized should any suspicious inquiries follow his departure from the ship. With the Sato at station keeping, though, everyone’s guard was down, especially with the crew’s preoccupation with the board of inquiry. The timing couldn’t have been more fortuitous. 
______________

Amanda Brand snapped the holovideo playback off, surveying the clan of Wildmans and Janeways in her living room. “If the board wasn’t moved by that, they’re made of stone,” she announced, still awed by Geejay’s testimony. “You could’ve heard a moth sneeze in that courtroom after Geejay left,” she advised them all, flopping down in her overstuffed armchair.

Kieran Wildman sat on the leather sofa sandwiched between her wives. She pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to suppress the tears that welled in her eyes. “She’s eloquent,” she choked on the words. “And a better friend than I deserve.”

Kathryn Janeway stared at the blank screen in disbelief. “My daughter talked in front of Admirals?” she murmured. “The girl who cried because we made her perform with the third grade choir?” she added, astonished. 

Naomi nodded approvingly. “She’s loyal, and like all of us, love gives her the ability to do things she ordinarily wouldn’t, or couldn’t,” she explained. 

Kathryn turned to Seven, eyebrow quirked. “When did you tell her about the jungle planet situation?” she asked, not entirely pleased that Seven had divulged the details.

“She asked me, darling. I didn’t tell her anything, other than confirming what she had already heard. Apparently, Noah and B'Elanna were discussing it and Geejay overheard them,” Seven explained. “When she asked me to tell her the truth, I agreed. Really, Kathryn, where’s the harm in her knowing the facts?”

“None I suppose,” Kathryn relented. “But the more she builds Kieran up in her mind and her heart—”

“The more hurt she will be if I lose my captaincy,” Kieran supplied. “And eventually, I’m bound to disappoint her fantasy image of me.” 

“You’ve never disappointed me,” Kit argued. “And I’ve had you on a pretty high pedestal, Mom,” she advised Kieran. “Maybe Geejay just sees things in you you can’t see in yourself, the way you always see the best in me. Maybe she learned how to do that from you,” she assured her adoptive mother. 

“Maybe,” Kieran allowed.

“Disillusionment is part of being a child,” Robin put in. “We’ve all been there—the first time our parents told us an answer to a school lesson that was wrong, finding out there’s no Santa Claus, learning that our parents had sex to create us—it makes us who we are, in part, to experience that,” she decided. “It sucks to be the one who does the disillusioning, but it happens to everyone.”  She considered a moment longer. “For me, it was when I found out my father had been married once before he married my mother, and that some of his ideas about plasma theory were ideas he stole from his first wife.” 

Kieran laughed, remembering her moment of disillusionment. “Mine was when I read one of Lenara’s papers to my parents and neither of them understood a word of it,” she supplied. “I was about fourteen.”

Naomi looked faraway. “When Neelix tried to take me away from Kathryn and Seven, I saw him so differently.”

“My father had a business that failed,” Amanda shared, “and everyone knew it.”

Lenara nodded. “My parents didn’t think I would prove worthy of a symbiont. Their lack of faith in me damaged our relationship in ways I can’t begin to explain.”

Seven shrugged. “Mine is no secret, of course—when I realized my parents cared more about their research into the Borg than about my safety.”

“When the Cardassians captured me,” Kathryn recalled, “I thought my father would rescue me. He didn’t. It was a stupid thing to expect, but somehow, he had always been larger than life, until that moment.” 

“You see?” Robin summed it up. “We all experienced it, and we all survived it, and Geejay will too. It might not even be Kieran she gets disillusioned about.”

Kieran sighed. “Actually, the way things have been going with her, it’s probably going to be Katie that crushes Geejay’s idealism. And the moral to that story is, we can’t protect her, anymore than we could protect ourselves when we were her age, God love her. I need to find her before Tyler and Toni show up at Dad’s house for dinner.”

“What will you say to her?” Naomi wondered.

Kieran smirked. “I don’t know—maybe ‘hey Geejay, thanks for saving my sorry ass?’” she joked. “I won’t know until I see her what to say.”

______________

Commander Ro Laren tried not to be annoyed that the board of inquiry had kept Tyler Bilbrey in proceedings all morning. Laren had to rearrange her schedule for the third time in as many hours, trying to juggle Ensign Bilbrey’s orientation, Lieutenant Sorvino’s interview, and an unscheduled tour of the Sato’s defense and assault squadron for an unannounced candidate named Beckett Sinclair. Lieutenant Sinclair, Laren had been advised, came via a referral from Lieutenant Sorvino, which in Captain Wildman’s estimation, meant something. And so Laren shuffled the women’s itineraries to make sure everyone was seen to. It had been so long since Laren had been on duty in any formal sense that she felt flustered and a bit overwhelmed by it. 

Now she schooled her impatience as Beckett Sinclair took more than enough sweet time to inspect the fleet of Viper class ships the Lieutenant coveted the command of. Laren tried not to roll her eyes as the Lieutenant peppered her with questions, and Laren wondered how much of it was for show, and how much was genuine curiosity. Laren had gleaned in her brief tour of duty aboard the Sato that interviews were frequently an exercise in insincerity, where the candidate did everything but lick your boots to impress. It occurred to Laren that while her command experience was solid enough to put her on any bridge, the first officer’s job was primarily to deal with the personnel of the crew, their development and growth. And Laren detested dealing with people on a personal level. 

As Kathryn Janeway’s first, she had never had to perform those functions, not really, because the crew had been absorbed by the search for Seven and Kieran, and they had operated in crisis mode most of that time. Laren had been able to delegate a good bit of the administrative details to Jenny Wildman, who was a natural at department reports and performance reviews, because, well, Jenny loved people, and she loved administration. In fact, Jenny could’ve easily filled in as Quartermaster, morale officer, or head cook, simply relying upon her interpersonal skills. Laren considered momentarily. Jenny had been command track at one time in her Academy days, and while she ran Ops like a well-primed nacelle, so much of her potential was squandered there, in Laren’s estimation. Besides, unless Claren James agreed to take the posting for the tactical bridge officer, Laren might well end up at tactical herself. She sure as hell wasn’t putting Ben Mason there. Maybe Jenny could come back on duty and get some cross-training to absorb some of Laren’s duties. Better yet, if Claren came aboard, as second officer, Laren could delegate anything she chose to her. Ro chuckled to herself. “Laren and Claren,” she said aloud, making a rhyme. She realized she had stopped listening to Beckett Sinclair better than five minutes before, but Beckett was still talking. 

Laren cut her off midsentence. “Sorry but I’m afraid we’re going to have to wrap this up. I have other duties to attend to,” she said without sounding the least bit apologetic. “If you’d like to stay awhile longer, be my guest, and then see yourself off of the ship,” she said abruptly. 

Beckett stood there with her mouth hanging open, as if she would simply resume the sentence that had been half out of her lips, watching Ro Laren scurrying away. She shrugged and queried the computer. “Computer, locate the USS Lenara Kahn,” she requested. 

“The Lenara Kahn is berthed in hangar D, deck 15,” the computer replied. 

“Show me the fastest route,” Beckett replied, to which the computer supplied a schematic of her location and a lighted path to the turbolift. She followed the map and made her way to the hangar, where a security guard stopped her at the entrance. She outranked the guard, and when she explained that she was interviewing for the squadron leader post and needed to see the ship to prepare for her interview, the guard reluctantly allowed her inside. Beckett perused the interior of the ship, which was no bigger than the Aurora, taking in the details of the layout of the controls. A shadow passed on the wall, and for a split second, Beckett could have sworn she had glimpsed a Klingon in the aft compartment of the ship. “Hello?” she called out. “Is someone there?”

She checked each area of the compartment, but found nothing. “Must have been my imagination,” she decided. “I should grab a nap before I meet with the panel.” 

_____________

Captain Kieran Wildman keyed the entry to her Victorian home in San Francisco, hoping to find Geejay Janeway still in her swimming pool. Katie Torres was sitting in the kitchen, picking over a plate of food and thinking about her fight with Geejay the day before. Katie had been shuffled back and forth between Kieran and B'Elanna for the past two days, as if no one wanted her anywhere, least of all Geejay. She glanced up as Kieran came in, noting that Kieran’s face looked pale and drawn.

“Mom,” she said quietly, “are you okay?” she asked, setting her fork on the breakfast bar and eyeing her mother warily.

“Fine. Why?” Kieran replied, stealing a tortilla chip off Katie’s plate and crunching it loudly. 

“Geejay told me about the board of inquiry,” Katie answered, her Klingon brow ridges twitching slightly. “Are you in a lot of trouble?”

Kieran sank wearily onto a barstool beside her daughter. “I don’t know, Katie. The board has to decide that,” she explained, adjusting her rugby pullover as she sat. 

“Do you think you should be in trouble?” Katie rephrased the inquiry, watching her mother’s reaction. 

“In my own opinion, no, I don’t. I don’t think I did anything wrong. That doesn’t mean Starfleet will agree with me,” Kieran replied truthfully. 

“You could lose your command?” Katie clarified, gathering her plate and silverware to recycle them. 

“Possibly,” Kieran allowed, her usual cheerfulness completely subdued. “I hope not, but I can’t second guess the wisdom of Starfleet,” she added absently. 

“Wisdom?” Katie snorted indignantly. “You really believe that? Mom, you’re like the smartest person in the quadrant. If you say you didn’t do anything wrong, then how can they second guess you?”

Kieran smiled faintly, and she hugged her daughter. “Katie-bear, I love you, but God, you’re naïve, sweetheart. I am nowhere near the smartest person in the quadrant. But I appreciate your faith in me.” 

Katie shook her head. “I read Geejay’s paper about you, Mom. You’ve got more medals than I’ve got molecules,” she defended her mother. “They don’t give medals to dumb officers, do they?”

Kieran laughed out loud. “Well, actually, they do sometimes,” she chuckled, wiping her eyes and readjusting her weight on the padded stool. “In fact, the medal of valor usually goes to an officer who risked his or her life for someone else, which from a Darwinian perspective is pretty damned stupid,” she pointed out, brushing tortilla chip crumbs from the placket of her blue and gold shirt. 

Katie gave her a stupefied look. “A Darwinian perspective?”

Kieran ruffled Katie’s tresses. “Yeah. You remember Charles Darwin, from biology class. He theorized that all species evolve because only the fittest of the species survive long enough to reproduce. People who risk their lives don’t usually live long enough to reproduce,” she explained. 

“Well, then, there’s proof you’re smart,” Katie said triumphantly. “You’ve reproduced a lot of times,” she giggled. “Me, Cami, those two kids in the other dimension Aunt Cass came from. Kit doesn’t count, I guess, but you’ve got four kids so far. That’s pretty good.” 

Kieran shrugged. “It’s nice you think so. But I thought you were only impressed with Klingons,” she pointed out. “Like Chancellor P’Arth.”

Katie sighed. “I do think she’s impressive. But it seems like my wanting to be a warrior just makes everyone mad at me. Mom, Noah, Geejay,” she ticked them off on her fingers. 

“It’s not that you want to be a warrior,” Kieran defended them all. “It’s how you’ve been treating other people because of it. Sometimes it’s easy to get so preoccupied with one thing that you forget other things are important, too, like family and friendships. Everyone does it. But the thing is, you have to expect that when you do it, other people will get their feelings hurt.”

Katie hopped off the stool and shoved her plate and trash through the recycler. “Yeah. Geejay practically hates me now.”

Kieran shook her head. “No, she doesn’t. But honey, you’ve been scaring her. Ja’Kir is an ascended Klingon, and he’s much more mature than you are. The things he wants you to do with him aren’t things Geejay is ready for. Do you understand?” Kieran asked gently. 

Katie’s eyes flew open so wide her brow ridges disappeared into her hairline. “You know about that?” she demanded, fists clenching. “She told you?”

“She didn’t tell me anything. You said yourself I’m smart. I figured it out myself. Katie, he’s an adolescent boy. They all want to do those things. It’s natural for them. You’re going to find out in your interspecies sexuality class all about hormones and urges and the things that make all species sexual beings. Ja’Kir is just way, way ahead of you in that department. You need to be careful not to let him push you too far too fast.”

Katie rejoined her at the breakfast bar, looking troubled. “He already has,” she admitted. “He tried to give me a kut’luch that belonged to his father. I told him I couldn’t accept it. It made him mad, I think, but I don’t want something from him that’s so important. It felt like—like if I accepted it, he would want things from me in return, you know?” she asked, puzzled by it. 

“I do know. It didn’t feel like a gift so much as a bargaining chip,” Kieran agreed, taking her daughter’s hand. “Now do you understand why your mother and I didn’t want you to spend time with him? Why we grounded you? I know you snuck out to see him all the time, behind our backs, but we weren’t trying to keep you from him because we don’t like him, so much as because we don’t trust him to look out for your best interests,” she explained, hoping Katie had some inkling of what was at stake. 

“If you knew I was sneaking out to see him, why didn’t you stop me?” Katie asked, sounding almost disappointed that Kieran hadn’t intervened. 

Kieran smiled faintly. “You seemed pretty determined to have your way. What was I supposed to do—lock you in the brig?” she asked, her eyes crinkling with humor. “Besides, I was a kid once, too,” she reasoned. “If you really want to defy your parents, you can, and the more they oppose you, the more determined you become to have your own way. I let you think we didn’t know what you were doing, and I hoped it wasn’t a bad decision. I hoped that by having your way, you’d realize Ja’Kir is too mature for you, right now. It was a calculated risk,” she acknowledged. “Parents have to take them all the time.” 

“Did you ever defy Grandpa and Grandma?” Katie asked, breathless at the thought that her mother might have a wicked, disobedient streak.

Kieran laughed. “You should ask Grandpa that question,” she chortled. “It would tickle him to tell you all about what a horrid child I was, I imagine.” She studied her daughter’s expression, which was expectant and hopeful. “Of course I did, kiddo. A zillion times. Most notably when I joined Starfleet and went to the Academy.”

Katie crossed her arms and rolled her eyes. “I’m serious, Mom,” she groused. “I’m talking about real rebellion,” she added disdainfully. “You were valedictorian of your class, so how could Grandpa and Grandma be upset about that?”

“They wanted me to be a marine biologist, like them and like your Aunt Cassidy. They were furious when I applied to the Academy, and nearly refused to let me go,” she detailed for her daughter. “Ask Grandpa Gerry, if you don’t believe me.” She smirked. “Ask P’Arth. She knew me back then.” 

Now Katie was impressed. “She did? She knew you when you were a cadet? How?”

Kieran chuckled. “She was a cadet with me. And we dated each other,” she added for effect. 

“No way,” Katie breathed appreciatively. “You dated P’Arth? For real?” So Detara’s accusation was true? P’Arth was bonded with my mom?

Kieran nodded. “For real and for true. She never mentioned it?”

“If she did, I wasn’t listening,” Katie fibbed, not wanting anyone to know what she’d stumbled upon that ominous night in Ja’Kir’s bedroom.  “I do that sometimes.”

Kieran howled with laughter. “So I’ve noticed. So tell me something,” she requested, lifting Katie into her lap and kissing her hair. “Was I wrong for not locking you in the brig? Do you think somehow that means I don’t love you enough?”

Katie leaned against her and sighed. “I don’t know. It’s confusing,” she decided. “P’Arth is really stern with Ja’Kir, and sometimes, I think you should be like that,” she allowed hesitantly. “But then, you’re a human, not a Klingon.”

“What about your mother?” Kieran asked, smelling Katie’s hair as she had when Katie was a baby. 

“I think sometimes she’s just completely mixed up,” Katie said distastefully. “Like she can’t decide if she’s human or Klingon. I wish she’d pick one or the other.” Katie sighed wistfully. “Besides, I think she and Noah like Kelsey and the twins better than me, because I’m yours and not Noah’s,” she confided. 

Kieran’s blood chilled with anxiety. “What makes you say that, honey?” she asked reluctantly. 

Katie shrugged. “It’s just a feeling I get. Maybe because they don’t pay as much attention to me, or because they aren’t very patient with me,” she speculated. “I feel like I’m invisible, sometimes.” She considered momentarily. “Like, other kids’ parents help them with their homework, but I have to ask Geejay,” she pointed out. “Mom is always busy with Mia and Matthew, and Noah has to chase Kelsey constantly, he’s such a brat.”

Kieran’s heart lurched in her chest. She had been neglecting her own child, all the while being available to Kathryn’s child whenever Geejay needed her. Katie was falling through the parental cracks. “Why don’t you ask me for help?” she asked.

“You’re the captain,” Katie replied matter-of-factly. “You have more important stuff to do than my homework.”

Kieran shifted Katie in her lap so they were facing each other. “You listen to me, Kathryn Ada. There’s nothing more important to me than you. That includes your homework. If Noah and B'Elanna are too busy to help you, come ask me. If I’m on duty, we’ll go to my ready room. If there’s a crisis on the ship and I can’t help you, I’ll get someone who can. Okay?”

“Really? You’d do that?” Katie asked, disbelieving. 

“Cross my human heart,” Kieran pledged, swiping her finger over the mechanical organ. “In fact, I have an idea. In England, they used to have a break every day called ‘afternoon tea’. Why don’t we have a date at four o’clock every day, in my ready room, and you can bring your homework for me to look over while we have tea?”

Katie’s eyes lit up. “Can we have bloodwine?”

“No, you may not,” Kieran retorted. “You’re not old enough to drink alcohol. But we can have something else Klingons relish. They call it a warrior’s drink. We call it prune juice,” she promised. “Is it a date?”

Katie nodded enthusiastically. “It is. Thanks, Mom. You’re gonna be sorry you offered when you find out how stupid I am, though. You were so good in school, how come I’m not?”

“You’re not stupid. You don’t apply yourself, is all. Besides, I had an axe to grind with my own parents when I was in school. I needed to prove they were wrong to oppose my application to the Academy, and it made me work a lot harder than anyone else I knew. If I could just figure out a way to piss you off enough to get good grades, we’d have it made,” she teased, tickling Katie’s ribs. “Now, Miss Missy, you need to beam back to Noah’s parents’ house for dinner. They’re expecting you. And I need to collect Geejay and go to my dad’s house. Is she out back?”

“Side yard. She’s trying to teach herself to shoot baskets,” Katie replied, rolling her eyes. “She wants to play for the Academy team when she grows up, she says. Are you sure she’s not the one who’s your daughter?”

Kieran laughed. “I promise, she’s all Seven and Kathryn’s. Try not to be so hard on her, Katie. She looks up to me the way you do P’Arth. It’s really the same thing.”

“Okay. I’ll try to be nicer to her. But do you know what a glob of slush deuterium she can be when she goes off on some tear about how great you are? It sucks living in your shadow, you know,” she pointed out. 

“Then don’t,” Kieran lectured her lightly. “Step out into your own light. Geejay could just as easily have lived in Seven’s or Kathryn’s shadow, but she’s distinguishing herself all by herself. You can do that, too.”

Katie looked as though she doubted it, but she finally nodded. “Okay. I will. Thanks, Mom.” 

Kieran slipped out the side door silently, wanting to watch Geejay without being detected. Geejay was slight and willowy like Seven probably was at that age, minus the bulky Borg implants, and she was in the midst of a growth spurt, so she was fairly gangly and uncoordinated. She kept looking at the ground, studying something lying on the court, and then she would take her shooting posture and hoist the ball toward the goal. It fell short each time, never coming near the rim. Kieran could see immediately what the problem was.

“Hey, Sport,” she called across the lawn, striding out to the concrete court.

“Hey, Kato,” Geejay replied, suddenly too self-conscious to take another shot. 

“Playing basketball? How’s it going?” Kieran asked, swatting the ball away from Geejay and taking a jump shot. 

Geejay laughed. “I suck,” she replied honestly. “I’ve been playing almost an hour and haven’t made a single basket.”

Kieran looked at the paper on the ground, which was a printout of a photo of herself shooting a free throw. “Boy, was I young then,” she laughed at the picture.

“I keep trying to mimic your form, but it’s not working,” Geejay admitted.

Kieran nodded. “It’s because you’re releasing the ball too soon,” she advised. “You need to follow through your shot more. Here’s what you’re doing,” she demonstrated, letting the ball go almost from her shoulders. It arced and fell in front of her. “Here’s what you need to do,” she explained, stroking the ball again, this time releasing it at her forehead. It arced perfectly and sunk inside the net. “You try it,” she instructed, flipping the ball to Geejay. 

Geejay’s brow knit in abject concentration, and she tried to imitate what Kieran had done. The ball nicked the front of the rim, careening back into her hands. “Not quite,” she muttered, and tried again. This time the ball bounced off the back of the rim.

“Closer,” Kieran commented, “only now, bend your knees, and use your body to give the shot more arch,” she counseled, demonstrating without the ball.

Geejay tried again, and this time, the ball rattled into the metal rim and fell through. “I did it!” she hollered, jumping up and down. “Finally!”

Kieran giggled. “Now do that about a thousand more times and you’ll never forget how,” she teased.

Geejay looked at her with utter dismay. “Are you kidding me? A thousand times?”

Kieran slipped her arm around Geejay’s shoulders. “Actually, a lot more than that, kiddo. Ask Kit sometime about the training regimen I put her on at the Academy. She had to shoot hundreds of times every day. I worked her like a dog.”

“No wonder she’s so good,” Geejay recalled. “Maybe there’s a sport that I could do that isn’t so hard,” she wondered. 

Kieran shook her head. “No, they all take practice, Sport. I promise. I liked basketball best because I could play by myself. Volleyball and softball are sports you have to have other people to practice with.”

“You didn’t have friends?” Geejay asked, following Kieran back to the house. 

“I did, but I spent a lot of time alone or with Cassidy. She used to tag along with me for hours and rebound the ball for me so I could practice. She was always my best friend.” Kieran opened the door and let them inside. “You gather up your stuff. We have to go back to Florida for dinner. I have two officers coming to meet everyone. Can you be on your best behavior? Like you were today at the hearing?” she asked, eyes twinkling with amusement. 

Geejay’s face fell. “How do you know about that?” she asked fearfully. “Are you mad at me?”

Kieran shook her head and knelt in the floor, grasping Geejay’s shoulders lightly. “Admiral Brand told me. She was so proud of you, she invited the whole family to see your testimony at her house.”

Geejay smiled. “She was proud of me? Really?” she asked, stunned that anyone so highly ranked would even take notice of her. 

“We all were, Geejay. You’re a very convincing speaker,” she complimented the young girl. “Admiral Brand said after you left, the board of inquiry just sat there, speechless. You made them that way,” she said, smiling warmly. 

“All I did was tell the truth,” she replied humbly, blue eyes sincere.

“Ah, but it’s the way you told the truth that was so amazing,” Kieran assured her. 

“You know, Kato, I was pretty nervous—I’m not sure I even remember what I said,” she confessed sheepishly. 

Kieran reached into the back pocket of her faded blue jeans, sliding out a data disc. “Here. I made this for you to keep, so you can see how impressive you were,” she said quietly. “I have a copy for me, too. If I ever feel bad about myself, or disappointed in myself, I’m going to watch it to remind myself that no matter what else happens, you believe in me. But I’m pretty sure your words will be enough to convince the board that I belong in command.”

Geejay’s whole face lit up like a supernova, and she grinned ear to ear. “You think so?” she asked hopefully. 

Kieran nodded confidently. “I do. Can you keep a secret?” she whispered conspiratorially.

Geejay nodded emphatically. “You keep mine, I’ll keep yours.” 

Kieran put a finger to her lips. “Never tell a living soul. You made Admiral Brand cry. Even Admiral Nechayev had a tear in her eye,” she said softly.

Geejay gasped in disbelief. “You’re kidding me. But Admiral Nechayev can supposedly pinch duranium with her rear end, she’s so—ahem, you know.” 

“Tight assed?” Kieran asked, trying not to guffaw. 

“Yeah,” Geejay giggled. “That’s what all the kids say at school.”

Kieran chuckled. “Be that as it may, you really got to her.” She cupped Geejay’s cheek gently. “And to me, too. You touch my heart, Geejay, in ways that mystify me. All I can say is thank-you.” Kieran leaned in and kissed her forehead, and felt Geejay’s arms twine around her neck. 

“You’re welcome,” she said softly, clinging to Kieran for a long moment. 

Just then Katie Torres came thundering down the stairs from the second floor. “Geejay,” she called out as she trotted along. “don’t forget your bathing suit. It’s hanging in the upstairs shower.”

“Okay,” she called back. “I better go get it. Will you wait for me?” she asked Kieran.

“Absolutely. I’ll be right here,” Kieran replied. She watched Geejay dash up the steps, and added under her breath “Always.” 

_______________

Toni Sorvino and Tyler Bilbrey sat across from one another at dinner, listening to the animated conversation of the Wildman, Thompson, and Janeway families. Gretchen had done the cooking along with Seven of Nine, and Kieran and Gerry did the honors of introducing the women to the manatees in the preserve. Cameron and Cassidy, freshly back from their ranch vacation so Cassidy could testify before the board of inquiry,  had explained the machinations of the technology that made the habitat a healthy one. Neither Toni nor Tyler would have guessed that being among famous Starfleet officers could be so comfortable, but there was Seven of Nine, making jokes and cutting up vegetables for her children. Kathryn Janeway spoke to them as though they were next door neighbors, not subordinate officers. And Kieran Wildman addressed them as she would any one of her players or friends. There was no protocol, no pips, and no pretense. 

As promised, Cassidy told the story of Kieran showing up in their dimension, and how Cassidy eventually relocated to be with Kieran and, like Toni, to have her Freidrich’s Lymphosarcoma treated. Of course, once the wormhole story came up, the girls had to have the details, and then Emily, who was looking more like herself every day, prompted Kieran to tell about the alternate universes she had visited in the Delta Quadrant. Toni sat there in awe, realizing that not only was she with several legendary members of the Voyager crew, she was seated right next to Lenara Kahn, and Emily, Lenara’s biographer. In fact, Toni knew at least one or two stories about all the adults seated at the table, with the exception of Gerry and Gretchen, and she could ask polite questions of each guest. 

Tyler had to beg Kathryn, but finally got her to tell about how she had taken on the Borg Queen in the Delta Quadrant. Then it was Seven’s turn to blush and resist, but she finally was coaxed into telling her story about being stranded with B'Elanna Torres, and then later being stranded with Kieran. Before Seven could embarrass Kieran by telling the girls how Kieran saved her life, Kieran turned the tables, and asked Seven to tell them how she had rescued Kieran from the Hirogen hunter who tried to behead Kieran. 

“I think we need to get lost in the Delta Quadrant,” Toni breathed appreciatively. “It sounds like that’s where all the excitement is!”

Kathryn shook her head. “Not on your life. We talk about it now like it was exciting and fun, and in some ways it was. But it was also terrifying as hell, because we didn’t know if we’d ever get home. We were pretty sure that by the time we did, most of us would be old and decrepit,” she explained. “Besides, you’re going to be on the Sato when Lenara opens the wormhole. You’ll be part of history, just like the Voyager crew was.”

Tyler grinned ear to ear. “And Emily can write all about it. Have you ever considered writing the history of Voyager? It sounds like there are too many stories to ignore,” she enthused. 

Emily smiled, nodding. “Actually, I’ve begun it. I decided to start the first volume with Kathryn and Seven adopting Naomi. I’ve decided to call it ‘Raising Naomi’,” she admitted. “And then I’m going to chronicle some of the most interesting parts of the Voyager crew’s adventures.”

Toni raised her glass. “Here’s to the next bestseller,” she said admiringly. “Wow.”

Kieran sipped her coffee, pleased that they had managed not to disappoint her newest crewmembers. “Wow?” she asked.

Toni blushed slightly, but nodded. “I just realized I’m here with you all. I mean, I read Lenara’s paper on dark matter in high school, and I read Emily’s biography of her the second it hit the bookstores. I watched Kieran win the ICAA tournament when I was a little kid, and I watched her play in the WNBA. I saw Kit compete in a ken po tournament when she was in junior high school, where she took her first national title. I saw her and Jenny and Naomi play in college. I bought the lecture series from Seven’s teaching days at the Academy. I studied Kathryn when I was in school myself. It’s like I’ve known most of you all my life, except you didn’t know me,” she explained. 

“They’re an intimidating lot, aren’t they?” Robin agreed, realizing she was the one person at the table who had never distinguished herself for anything, except Ro Laren, who was known more for being court-martialed than anything else. 

Just then, an unexpected guest arrived at the door, and both women were dumbstruck. Admiral Clive Yamamoto had come to speak to Geejay Janeway, of all people, and Toni and Tyler exchanged the oddest of looks as Geejay excused herself.

“Hello, Admiral,” she greeted the elderly man. “What are you doing in Florida?” she asked forthrightly. 

“Hello, Geejay,” he replied, bowing at the waist. “I am here to see you.”

“Oh,” Geejay’s face sagged. “I thought you wanted to meet the manatees. I was going to take you to see them. Why would you want to see me? They’re a lot more interesting,” she pointed out, smiling affably. 

“I would love to see them, too. But I really just came to thank you for what you said to me today,” he confessed. 

“You mean my testimony,” Geejay clarified, slipping her hand into his and leading him toward the preserve, “or what I said to you personally?”

Yamamoto grinned, thinking the girl quite clever. “Both. But especially what you said to me personally. Your Grandfather was a great man. A brilliant man. And he was a principled man of duty and discipline. He was also my friend, and when he died, it was as though I had lost my moral compass. What you said—you asked me if your Grandfather would be proud of me, today, and I wasn’t sure I could answer that affirmatively. It was a sobering realization, and one that I needed badly.”

Geejay smiled up at him. “I suppose most of the times kids are just a bother, but we have our moments,” she joked. “Look there,” she pointed as they walked down the wooden planks of the pier. “That’s Bessie.” Geejay made a hand signal to tell Bessie to come closer, and the mammoth beast lumbered through the brackish water to appraise the situation. “Would you like to scratch her back? She likes it a lot,” Geejay explained to the Admiral. 

His face lit up like a small boy’s, and he nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, my,” he murmured as he ran his palm over Bessie’s back. “What an amazing creature.”

“She’s a sweetheart,” Geejay informed him. “I went swimming with her earlier, and she let me dance with her,” she detailed for him. “You can hold her flippers and she’ll roll over and over while you do. It’s something else,” she said, awed. “So did you answer my question for yourself?” she got back to the point. 

“I think so,” he replied. “It was a very insightful thing to ask,” he said with admiration in his voice. 

“It helps me, to think that way. When I can’t decide what’s the right thing to do, I mean. I ask myself what Kieran or my sister, or my mom would do, in my shoes. Usually Kieran, because I know she analyzes everything too many times to count. I’m like her, that way, so I figure her example is usually a safe one,” Geejay explained. “It’s kept me out of trouble, and helped me solve some pretty tough problems. I thought it might help you decide what to recommend to Starfleet, if you asked yourself what Grandpa Janeway would do if he were on Kieran’s board of inquiry.” She stood up straight again, shaking the salty water off her hands and wiping them dry on her blue jeans. “Thanks for visiting us, Bessie,” she said off-handedly. 

“You admire your captain a great deal,” he stated more than asked. 

Geejay shoved her hands in her pockets. “Admire, respect, trust—all of those things. And I love her. But I promise you, I was objective in what I said today,” she added in case there was a doubt. “What do you think is going to happen to her, Admiral?”

Yamamoto shook his head. “If I had to guess, I would say the board will issue a formal apology to her and she will be cleared of any suspicions of wrongdoing,” he advised her. “But that’s just my guess. Are you afraid for her?” he asked kindly.

“Yes, Sir. I don’t think she’d ever be the same person again, if she lost her ship. You’d have to really know her to understand, but she is so hard on herself for every little thing, and even if the board made an error in their judgment, she would believe whatever you ruled. She would never forgive herself. I’m pretty sure she hasn’t forgiven herself for anything she’s ever done wrong her whole life, in fact. When Jenny and Emily were taken, you could just see it in her eyes, how torn up she was inside. And when we got them back, and found out all the awful things that happened to them—I don’t think Kieran slept for a month, Admiral. No matter how many times Emily and Jenny tell us it was no one’s fault, Kieran still blames herself.”

“And do you think that’s a good trait for a captain to have, to be so self-recriminating?” he asked softly.

“It’s probably not the best thing for Kieran, to be that way—it’s a lot of stress. But I think anyone who has the kind of responsibility she has needs to be vigilant of everything they do, because the potential impact of every action is huge. My mom was a captain once, too, and she was the exact same way. You could just see her mental gears clicking, and you would know she was picking herself apart constantly. Maybe that’s what you have to do to really learn from your mistakes,” she speculated. “I don’t know, because I’ve never had any big responsibilities like that, but I think it would be terrible to have everyone and everything depend upon your judgment twenty-four hours a day. I’m not sure how they can even function, there’s so much to consider. I can barely get all my homework done and find time to clean my room,” she joked. “I’d make a lousy captain.” 

Yamamoto shook his head. “No, you’d make a stellar captain, Geejay. I mean that. You are so much like your grandfather, it’s uncanny. I wish you had known him,” he said, sighing faintly. 

“If you were his friend, then I bet my Grandma Gretchen would like to see you, Admiral. I’m named after her, by the way,” she added. “Why don’t you come back to the house and say hello to her? She made caramel brownies,” she put in for incentive. 

“She did? I remember those well. Edward used to bring them in for coffee breaks. I haven’t had one in years. You really think she wouldn’t mind?” he asked, stroking his thin moustache. 

“If you know Grandma, then you know she won’t mind,” Geejay admonished him. “Come on. It’ll be a surprise for her to see you, I bet.”

_______________

Katie Torres went to Chancellor P’Arth’s quarters the moment she could get away from Noah’s parents the next morning. She waited patiently outside the doorway, hoping Ja’Kir wouldn’t be home for once. 

Keh’grang answered the chime, and gave her a smile that was more a sneer than anything. “Ja’Kir is in the holodeck, if you’d like to visit with him,” Keh’grang advised her.

“I’m here to see Chancellor P’Arth, actually,” Katie replied. “Is she available?”

Keh’grang didn’t step aside to allow her admittance. “The Chancellor is very busy with important matters. However, I will tell her you called.”

Just then P’Arth came out of her study. “Keh’grang, who was at the door?”

“Only Katie Torres,” he replied.

“Well, invite her in,” she said sternly to her vassal. “Honestly, Keh’grang, where are your manners?”

Keh’grang shot her a look. “Perhaps Detara took them with her when she left,” he replied peevishly. 

P’Arth gave him a warning glance, baring her teeth. “Katie,” she ushered the young Klingon inside, “what can I do for you?”

Katie smiled haughtily at Keh’grang. “I was hoping you could tell me about my mother,” she said brightly. “She told me you knew her at the Academy—that you dated each other!” she announced.

P’Arth threw back her head and let out a bellowing laugh. “She did, did she?” she howled. “Oh, Lukara,” she laughed aloud. “What have you told this child?” She gazed fondly at Katie Torres, shaking her head. “What do you want to know?” she asked, waving her to a chair. 

“Mom said she was a rebel,” Katie recalled. “That Grandpa and Grandma didn’t want her to go to the Academy, and she defied them.” 

“Ah, well, that’s true enough,” P’Arth replied. “Her parents were incredibly disappointed she didn’t become a marine biologist. Her mother regularly threatened to make her quit the Academy, in fact. I was mystified by their attitude,” she recalled. “You probably think your mother is a weak person, because she is cognizant of rules and regulations, but I assure you, she is anything but weak, Katie. She has the heart of a warrior, and she certainly held mine for many, many years,” P’Arth admitted, sounding far away. 

Katie stared in disbelief. “You were in love with my mom? With a human?” she demanded. 

P’Arth eyed her skeptically. “Why does that surprise you?” she retorted. “Do you think your mother is without value? Without honor?”

“Well, no, but—she’s a human!” Katie replied, as if that explained everything. 

“Do you believe I am honorable, Katie Torres?” P’Arth asked bluntly. 

Katie nodded resolutely. “You are the greatest Klingon woman to ever live, and everyone knows that’s so.” She swallowed hard. “You are a hero of the Empire, Chancellor. Of course you are honorable.” 

P’Arth smiled, then, her teeth glittering as though she were baring them in aggression. She tugged the lacing of her tunic and revealed her throat, where a jagged scar stood out in sharp relief against her dark skin. “This mark was your mother’s,” she revealed. “What does that tell you?”

Katie sat stock still, her mouth opening and closing, no sound coming out. “M-my mother marked you? You were blood-bonded?”

P’Arth nodded. “We were, and I was never more proud of any match I made.”

“But you were married to Mor’dehK!” Katie floundered with the incredible nature of the information. “He was a great man! Not a puny human,” she argued. “You’re teasing me,” she accused. “You’re mocking my mother!” she concluded, leaping off the couch angrily. “That’s Mor’dehKs mark.”

P’Arth shook her head. “It’s not, Katie. I have only been blood-bonded to one person. Your mother.” She sighed wearily. “Keh’grang, bring my leather bound holoimage album, the burgundy covered one. I will show you, Katie. I am Klingon. I would never lie about something as sacred as that, and I would not mock your mother. I loved her. And I have the good sense to hold her in the highest regard, unlike her foolish daughter,” she scolded. 

Keh’grang returned from the back of their quarters with the album, handing it to P’Arth. “Mistress,” he said, placing the heavy volume in her lap. 

P’Arth found the pages she wanted, an inscrutable look on her face as she perused the pictures of her misspent youth. “This is the one,” she said to no on in particular. She turned the book so that Katie could see the picture better.

Kieran and P’Arth stood together in their Velocity uniforms, which consisted of track pants and a matching tank top in Academy colors, navy blue with gold piping and red lettering. The neckline of the tank top dipped low on both women, and there were clearly visible mating scars on each of their chests, at the base of their throats. The adjacent photo was of them kissing one another, eyes closed, enthralled with each other by the looks of it, Katie surmised. “Mom looks like a little kid,” she murmured, glancing over the other pictures. “What was she in her dress whites for in this one?” Katie asked. “It looks so weird without all he medals and ribbons,” she commented, noting that Kieran had only three tiny splashes of color on her chest back then. 

“An awards banquet. Your grandparents came, but your grandmother was in a foul temper that evening. She embarrassed Kieran,” P’Arth recalled.

“How?” Katie asked, intrigued.

“Violet didn’t bother to hide her disgust with Starfleet, not when she was with Kieran’s friends or with her superior officers, including Admiral Brand,” P’Arth explained. “She was a very opinionated woman, and her displeasure with Kieran’s career was more than evident. None of us could figure it out, either. Kieran was at the top of our class, winning every award, starting on the varsity squad of two different teams as a Freshman, yet Violet could only criticize her.” P’Arth shook her head. 

Katie drew a shaking breath, considering it. “How could she not be proud of my mom?” she wondered aloud. “Do you think Grandma loved my mom?”

P’Arth turned the page of the album, nodding. “I’m sure she did, only she had a peculiar way of demonstrating it. And I don’t think Kieran was assured of that love at all, which was a shame. But speaking as a parent, we all make mistakes with our children, and we can only try to do our best,” she opined, hoping she had done all right by Ja’Kir. 

“How old is Mom here?” Katie pointed to another picture. Kieran was performing in the shot, singing and playing her guitar at an open mike event. Her hair was stubble short, almost as short as after the wormhole accident, and she was tan and trim.

“Let’s see,” P’Arth did the mental calculations in her head. “She would have been seventeen there, because that was her second year in Starfleet.” Katie gave her a blank look. “You did know that much, didn’t you? That your mother entered the Academy at sixteen?”

“No,” she admitted sheepishly. “I mean, it was probably in the paper Geejay wrote about Mom, but if it was, I didn’t remember it. I’m going to be eleven next week. Mom was only five years older than me when she put on her first uniform,” she murmured. “That means when she was my age she was already in high school, right? Everyone always says Lenara is the genius, and that Naomi is just as brilliant, but my mother must be pretty smart, too, if she went to college that early.” She thought about it, wondering if she had sold Kieran short. “And Mom always says Aunt Cassidy is the smart one of her family.”

P’Arth laughed lightly. “Cassidy was only three years older than you when she entered college.”

Katie hung her head. “God, they must think I’m so stupid. I can barely keep up with the fourth grade work,” she chastised herself. “And that’s with Geejay helping me.” 

P’Arth touched her shoulder solicitously. “Not everyone is a natural born scholar, Katie. But anyone can learn to be one. Look at me. When I met your step-mother, Lenara, I had no idea what her research was about. But I’ve worked hard to educate myself, because the Klingon high council needs to understand all the implications of this proposed wormhole. If you’re not too proud to admit your shortcomings, and to ask the right questions, you can learn anything your Klingon heart desires. The trick is to not let your innate arrogance permit you to remain ignorant. Even the most cunning warrior knows when to be silent and to study his enemies.”

“Do you think my parents are ashamed of me, like Grandma Vi was with my mom?” she asked fearfully. 

“What a ridiculous question,” P’Arth replied. “Why would they be?”

Katie closed the leather-bound book, suddenly unable to bear the sight of her mother, who P’Arth so clearly revered. “Geejay just got jumped a grade ahead of me at school. It’s all anyone has talked about in our family for days,” she grumbled at being upstaged. 

“Geejay has nothing at all to do with you,” P’Arth noted, her heavy brow ridges darkening with frustration. How could she make this child understand? She had clearly inherited Kieran’s tendency toward having no confidence. “Can you be gracious enough to be happy for her accomplishment, without envy? Because a warrior would not be jealous so much as challenged by the example she has set. You must learn, if you want to be a warrior, to think like one. Honor, valor, excellence. Those values must become your creed.”

Katie hung her head again. “I got mad at her, instead of congratulating her. I’m not a very good person, Chancellor, and I’m a worse friend.”

“Then you must apologize to her,” P’Arth said as gently as she could. “And you must try to be a better person.” She studied the seriousness of Katie’s expression, and knew enough had been said for one day. “Aren’t you going to be late for school?”

Katie glanced at the wall chronometer. “I am already,” she said with a hang-dog tone. “I’ll probably be in trouble for that, too. Thank you for showing me the holoimages.”

P’Arth walked her to the door. “You are welcome. Katie?” she said, kneeling so she was eye to eye with the young woman. “You say that I am the most important Klingon woman to ever live. You aspire to be like me, you have told me, in the past. You should not. Aspire to be like Kieran. I promise you, if you make her your role model, you will succeed at all you undertake.”

Katie gazed at her, confused. “But you rule the Klingon homeworld,” she protested.

“I do not. The Emperor does, and I am only the Chancellor of the high council. You should brush up on your political studies of your culture,” she admonished. “Now run along to school. But come and visit me again sometime,” she added, watching Katie charge down the corridor of the ship. 

_______________

Lenara Wildman closed down her workstation for the day, checking the chronometer. Ambassador P’Arth strolled into Lenara’s laboratory, resplendent in her General’s garb, her dress armor from the war. She walked with a powerful gait, and she smiled genuinely at the diminutive Trill. 

“You are going to be late, Doctor,” she accused the scientist, chuckling. “What delayed you? Some fascinating equation that couldn’t wait until after the wedding?” she teased, smirking fondly at Lenara. 

Lenara shot her a dirty look. “As a matter of fact, yes, your Ambassadorship,” she smarted. “It won’t take me ten minutes to get ready. Will you walk me to my quarters and wait for me there?” she asked. 

P’Arth nodded. “Of course. I suspect your wives have left without you,” she noted. 

They left the lab arm in arm, talking amiably. “Kieran left hours ago,” she agreed. “She is standing up with Joely,” she advised. “And Kathryn is standing up with Kate, so the whole entourage probably beamed down early. Naomi is playing piano, Robin is coordinating the reception. I’m the only one in my family not assigned to some task,” she laughed. 

P’Arth squeezed Lenara’s arm gently. “I never realized human weddings were such a group effort,” she noted. “I always assumed Kieran and I would have a Klingon ceremony,” she said thoughtfully. “Did she, with B'Elanna?”

“A modified one,” Lenara replied, keying the entry to her quarters. “You’re looking quite fine, your Ambassadorship,” she noted, leading P’Arth into her living room. “I see Detara’s departure hasn’t caused your household to totally fall apart,” she teased. “Do you miss her?”

P’Arth rolled her eyes. “Hardly. The daily drama of having her around wasn’t worth the services she provided,” she replied. 

Lenara excused herself and went to her room to change into something formal for the occasion. P’Arth entertained herself by looking at the photos of the Wildwomen’s family adorning the curio shelves around the room. She refused to think about Detara, or Keh’grang, who was inconsolable since his intended left the Sato. Instead she thought about Ro Laren, whom she had found the night before at Kami Fong’s. Laren had been drinking sake, alone. P’Arth wouldn’t admit to keeping tabs on the Bajoran, and had insisted that Kami Fong’s was a place Kieran had taken her when they were cadets, and that she had quite liked sashimi. Laren had been far too intoxicated to reason through P’Arth’s explanation, and instead ordered a heaping plate of sushi and sashimi, and another carafe of sake. The two women drank and dined until well into the wee hours, Laren pouring out her doubts and her fears over her situation with Kit, Jenny, and Emily. 

P’Arth had promised Lenara she would do the honorable thing by Ro Laren, and indeed, she had kept her word, even when Laren started flirting with her and was falling down drunk. The temptation had been great for the Klingon, because it would have been so easy to speak her heart, to try to lure Laren away from the junior Wildwomen, especially when Laren was so confused. But she was a woman of honor, and so she escorted Laren back to her quarters aboard the Sato.  She had left a message in Laren’s comm account, telling her that in case she forgot their conversation of the night before, Laren had agreed to confer with Lenara Wildman regarding her misgivings over joining the fanu’tremu, something Jenny had begun to urge Laren to do. Laren loved Jenny Wildman, and wanted desperately to protect her. But Laren still couldn’t see herself in a group marriage, and in fact, had yet to allow her three companions to join with her simultaneously. She had begged off, saying she needed to find her footing with Emily, just as she had done with Kit and then with Jenny. 

When Lenara emerged from the back hallway, dressed in a flowing sky blue tunic with cream colored silk slacks, P’Arth couldn’t help smiling. Lenara stopped in her tracks, surveying herself. “Do I look amusing? Is something wrong?” she asked anxiously.

P’Arth shook her head. “You look exquisite, Lenara,” she complimented the Trill. “I was smiling because you are such a beautiful creature. Pregnancy suits you,” she said admiringly. 

Lenara colored prettily, her vallette paling slightly. “Thank you, P’Arth. Between you and me, I am ready for this pregnancy to be over with,” she confided. “My back can’t take much more stress,” she admitted. 

“Did Ro contact you this morning?” P’Arth asked, escorting Lenara to the transporter room.

“As a matter of fact, she did. She looked like hell, too. How did you know?” she asked, stepping onto the dais and nodding at the transporter chief.

They materialized outside a chapel in San Francisco, where the guests were assembling and talking animatedly. “I was with her helping her look that way,” P’Arth advised sheepishly. “I convinced her to talk to you. She is in a despondent frame of mind.”

“So I gathered,” Lenara affirmed. “I tried to set her mind at ease, but I’m afraid your assessment of her might have been right. She is just not adapting to a Trill way of thinking and being, not yet, anyway. And I don’t know what to say or do to help her,” she fretted. 

Inside the chapel, Naomi Wildman was playing the beginning of the wedding march, a signal to everyone to come inside and be seated. The chapel’s long wooden benches were adorned at the aisle with bouquets of white carnations, ivy, and lavender roses. Joely Winfield stood at the altar with Kieran Wildman, looking strong and confident in her long-tailed white tuxedo. Joely’s hair was a rich silver color, spiked with gel, and her jaw seemed more square than usual, as if she were gritting her teeth. Kieran smiled at her, trying to convey calmness. 

Naomi transitioned to the distinctive chords of the wedding march, and Kathryn Janeway came into the chapel, wearing a lavender gown with a princess waist and an A-line skirt. Kate came behind her, in a one piece satin and organza wedding gown done in pure white. The dress boasted a modest neckline, and long sleeves of lace over satin. The back was zippered and her shoulders supported the bodice without straps. Her hair had been woven with lavender ribbon and miniature lavender roses, and for a moment, she gave the illusion of youthfulness as she walked up the lace aisle runner. She carried a large arrangement of calla lilies and lavender roses, and her train was easily trailing four feet behind her. Joely’s nephew brought up the rear, carrying Kate’s train as delicately as possible. He also had the wedding rings tucked inside his black tuxedo jacket. 

Joely watched patiently as Kate approached her, and she was glad she had insisted on all the formalities of an elaborate wedding, where Kate would have been satisfied to go to the local JP. The fact that Kate looked radiantly happy told her the choice had been correct, from the decorative bower over their heads to the evergreen boughs lining the lace aisle runner for good luck. Kate’s only request of all the plans and preparations was that Kieran perform the ceremony, as their captain. At least, for the time being, Kieran was still the CO of the Sato, and Kate wanted to make certain that if Kieran lost her command, it wouldn’t be before she had married the couple officially. 

P’Arth escorted Lenara to where Robin was sitting, and excused herself to sit with Ro Laren, who had taken a pew apart from her roommates. 

Laren scooted over to allow P’Arth to sit down, not saying a word. 

Kate Pulaski and Joely Winfield stood facing one another at the front of the sanctuary, beaming at one another happily as Kieran began to speak. Joely could only be described as handsome, and in no way feminine, which suited Kate just fine. Kate had done her best to indulge Joely’s wishes, since this was Joely’s only wedding, and it would most certainly be Kate’s last, whether the marriage prospered or not. Joely was gratified that so many of Starfleet’s storied dignitaries had come, including every member of the panel that comprised the board of inquiry she had testified before just a day ago. Joely was proud to be marrying Kate Pulaski, and their friends were pleased that finally, Kate had relaxed her misgivings to follow her heart. 

P’Arth watched with detached amusement as Ro Laren fought her own emotions, but Laren lost the battle. She wept openly through the entire ceremony, as did many of the humans in the crowd. P’Arth finally reached for Laren’s hand, holding it firmly, squeezing it to convey reassurance. Laren only cried harder. P’Arth made a mental note of the fact that Jenny Wildman was sitting with her wives, and Emily was casting furtive glances at Laren. P’Arth couldn’t wait for the ceremony to end so she could find out what in the name of Grethor was going on. 

If she failed to understand the context of the ceremony, P’Arth was at least charmed by the sentiment that surrounded it. Joely Winfield’s face shone more brightly than the sunshine outside the church, and she could barely contain her joy. Kate Pulaski looked at her wife as if the woman had simply lost her mind, but she only smiled tenderly, and counted herself lucky to be so adored. The service was brief and sweet, and the reception was back at the Intergalactic Suites at Starfleet Academy and Command. P’Arth walked the distance beside Ro Laren.

“Are you all right, Ro?” she asked quietly, so no one would overhear.

“Fine,” she replied too quickly. “You’re supposed to cry at weddings,” she replied noncommittally. 

P’Arth looked bewildered. “Isn’t it a happy occasion?” she asked, eyebrows shooting to the upper edge of her brow ridges.

“Yes, but it’s also an emotional one,” Laren explained, wiping impatiently at her alabaster cheeks. She kept her eyes on the ground as they walked, her lashes heavy with residual tears.

P’Arth slipped her hand into Laren’s. “And you are feeling particularly emotional. What happened at home, Ro? I saw Emily looking at you over and over again, and you were trying very hard to avoid making eye contact with her or with Jenny and Kit,” she observed. 

“Emily—slept with the girls last night instead of me. She was upset with me for coming home drunk, or for staying out so late, I’m not sure which. Either way, I got the message loud and clear. She is over her issues with intimacy, apparently,” Laren groused, her dark eyes clouding again. 

“She is,” P’Arth stated more than asked, digesting that information. “And now?”

Laren sighed raggedly. “I suspect she is worrying now, because the dynamic is straining,” she surmised. “I imagine that when Jenny and I became lovers, Emily figured she wouldn’t be far behind, and then the four of us would live happily ever after,” she stated with no small hint of irritation. “I thought the same thing, actually.”

P’Arth turned them up the sidewalk leading to the hotel, shaking her head. “Why were you out drinking alone last night, then?” she asked, voice colored with concern. 

“Long story,” Laren replied. 

The Bajoran and the Klingon spent the reception dancing, and Laren told P’Arth all the sordid details. She and Jenny had spent the previous week at Jenny’s folks’ lake house in Michigan, and they had seemed to be getting on fine. She recounted how she had become intimate with the three women, and what a leap of faith that had taken. She felt like she barely had any equilibrium in the relationship, yet Jenny was already pushing for a permanent commitment, which Laren was hardly ready to consider. Of course, Kate and Joely’s wedding had only made the issue more obvious and uncomfortable for Ro. 

“Have you told her not to pressure you so?” P’Arth asked, concerned. “Does she not realize her impatience will only doom her efforts to fail?”

“Apparently not,” Laren replied gloomily. “What’s the hurry, anyway?” she demanded of no one. 

“Ask her that,” P’Arth recommended. “Put it in perspective for her. Youth,” she said disdainfully, rolling her eyes. “They never appreciate what they have.” She gazed distractedly into Ro Laren’s eyes, eyes that sparkled like obsidian. “And those three have a great deal, having you in their lives.”

Laren smiled then, a big, open smile that shook the pallor off her cheeks. “Thank you for saying that,” she returned, blushing slightly. 

“Perhaps Jenny feels threatened,” P’Arth considered the idea. “And that makes her anxious to have the matter settled.”

Laren thought about it for a moment. Jenny, had in fact, been particularly displeased to know that Laren had been with P’Arth the night before, and when Jenny had seen Laren at breakfast, she had made several remarks that Laren didn’t really understand. Now Laren realized Jenny was jealous, and the things she said were born of that jealousy. “You are probably right about that,” Laren conceded. “I was with you, after all,” she said in a rather flirtatious tone of voice. 

P’Arth grinned unabashedly. “She is wise to worry,” she replied in an arrogant tone. “Losing a woman like you would be an incalculable blow.”

Laren dipped her head, flushing from her throat to her ears. “Are you trying to be charming, or is it just automatic for you?” she asked in a whisper. 

P’Arth made some glib remark, while across the grand ballroom, Kit Wildman’s face darkened with anger. Emily squeezed Kit’s arm, trying to distract her. “You’re staring, Sam. You need to stop. Laren is not your wife. We have no claim on her, and she has every right to be with whomever she chooses.”

“She had better not choose that fucking Klingon,” Kit said under her breath, her eyes fairly throwing daggers at P’Arth. “Look at how she wears her armor,” she scoffed. “As if anyone needed reminding that she is a member of the Order of the Bat’leth, she wears that crest on her sleeve.”

Emily kissed Kit’s cheek and refrained from pointing out that P’Arth’s garb was no more pretentious than Kit wearing her own dress whites with her own commendations displayed on it. “Honey, take a deep breath. Lenara warned us about this. It’s a vulnerable time for Laren, and a risky phase of the fanu’tremu, and Laren is very close to accepting what we offer her. But there is always the danger that by opening herself to multiple partners, she will fall into a pattern of promiscuity. Sometimes relaxing the boundaries enough for the fanu’tremu to take root means losing them entirely, and we knew that was a possibility, especially with someone not raised Trill.”

Kit tossed back a glass of punch, noting that it was spiked with Vodka. “Well I guarantee you I’m not opening our marriage to P’Arth,” she hissed indignantly, her golden eyes showing the pain she thought she was hiding behind her anger.

“Nor I,” Emily agreed. “But we have to let Laren find her way in her own good time. We’ve shown her what being with us is about, and she knows the options. I choose to believe that the love we’ve shown her won’t let her stray far from us.”

Kit sighed, looking away from the couple, trying to ignore that Laren was turning eight shades of red at something P’Arth had said. “You never did tell us how you got Laren to open herself to you,” she noted. 

Emily shrugged. “Nothing to tell. Besides, you and Jenny were the ones who gave her true tremu’thal’jana. Not me,” she dissembled. She wasn’t ready to tell Kit or Jenny she had confided her troubles to Laren, or that she would not be having any children for their fanu’tremu. She was afraid if she admitted to her medical condition, it would only cause more discord, and possibly become another point of contention for Laren’s inclusion into the marriage. Emily wanted Laren to join with them out of love, not obligation. 

Jenny Wildman returned to them, face alight. “Kate is so, so happy, you guys. I’m glad I danced with her. I’m glad she did this. Joely’s so full of herself, she could split her britches,” she laughed. 

Emily kissed her sweetly. “I remember that feeling from our wedding,” she reminded her wives. 

“Speaking of, where’s Ro?” Jenny asked hopefully. 

Kit inclined her head in the Commander’s direction. “Dancing with the Chancellor,” she advised with a scowl. 

Jenny’s face registered disappointment. “My fault, you guys. I opened my big mouth again. I have to stop it, or I’ll scare her off completely.”

“Give her space. And some time,” Lenara Wildman put in as she overheard the girls talking. “You all know you have to be willing to let go, and hope for the best.” She slid her arm around Emily’s waist. “You look gorgeous, Ems,” she told her eldest daughter. 

“I get it from your side of the family,” Emily joked, making the Trill laugh in her melodic way. “Though I think I look more like Bejal, actually,” she teased. 

Lenara kissed her cheek. “When you have your own daughter, she’ll look like you,” she promised. Emily stiffened perceptibly at the remark, and Lenara stepped back to look at her.

Although Emily’s reaction had been quite unconscious, Lenara’s symbiont pricked at her to compel her to recognize that something was wrong with Emily. “There’s a full moon off the balcony outside,” she said in a tone that brooked no argument. “Come with me to look. Alone,” she added for Kit and Jenny’s benefit. 

Emily tried unsuccessfully to change the topic, but Lenara herded her out the double doors and into the night air. “Emily,” she said gently, brushing Emily’s bangs with her cool fingertips, “I think I understand now what’s been bothering you. It just occurred to me. You’ve been avoiding the children, and every time there’s mention of kids at all, you freeze up,” she observed. “Whatever those Cardassians did to you—you can’t have children any longer, can you?” she asked, certain of the answer.

Emily regarded her with injured eyes. She shook her head slowly. “I had to have a hysterectomy, Mom,” she confided. “Jenny and Kit don’t know, so please, don’t say anything. I’ll tell them, eventually. Laren knows,” she added. “She even offered to surrogate for me,” she said fondly, though her dark eyes were brooding. 

Lenara gathered her into a warm embrace. “Oh, Dre’on,”she said sadly, “I’m so sorry. I wish you had said something, but I understand why you’ve been so distant. Are you okay, honey?” she asked, cupping Emily’s fair cheek in her palm.

Emily’s eyes filled, but she held off the urge to cry. “I’m trying to be, Mom. There’s just been so much to process, so many things to work out in my head. Right now, it’s too hard to be around the girls,” she referred to the children. “Could you—do something for me?”

Lenara nodded emphatically, eager to help however Emily wanted. “Anything.”

“Could you talk to Cass and Cam? Explain to them why I’ve been avoiding Chance? I don’t want them to think I suddenly stopped loving her, and I know it looks like I’ve bailed out on them as their primary babysitter. I just don’t know how to tell them why I don’t offer to help. Because I can’t deal with Chance right now, I also never see Cassidy and Cameron. Tell them it’s not personal.” 

“Of course I will, Emily. But don’t you think Jenny and Kit should know first? They’re your wives, Emily, and this is going to change their future as much as it will yours.”

Emily turned away, staring out over the Golden Gate Bridge. “I can’t, Mom. I’m scared.”

Lenara brushed her hands over Emily’s shoulders in a soothing motion. “Scared of what, sweetie?”

Emily sighed. “If they’re upset by it, it will cut me to the quick. But if they’re not upset over it, then it will be even worse, because I’ll know it means there will be no children in our marriage.”

Lenara turned Emily slowly to face her. “You’re adopted, and so is Kit. There are so many unwanted kids in this world, if you want a child, you will have one. Carrying it isn’t the important thing. Loving it is,” she asserted, kissing Emily’s forehead. “I love you just as much as Cami, and as much as the baby Naomi and I created together.” 

“I suppose you’re right, and my rational mind knows it. But there’s an irrational part of me that feels like this is an irreparable tragedy,” Emily described. “Just give me some time. It’s getting easier to deal with, the longer I go,” she said resolutely. “At least I can talk about it, a little, now. I didn’t want to tell you because you have so much stress, after the abduction, and with your pregnancy and Kieran’s inquisition. It seemed like just one thing too many to burden you with. I hope you understand,” Emily’s tone was urgent. 

Lenara’s grey-green eyes dulled with hurt. “I do understand, but when will you ever trust that you can rely on me? I’m not all that fragile, Ems,” she contended vehemently. “I’ll tell Cass and Cameron. But Emily, they are going to want to give you all their love and support, the second they know what you’ve been through.”

“Thanks, Mom. Now you go find your wives, and have fun tonight. This is supposed to be a wedding, not a funeral,” Emily said hopefully. “Thala’de’re,” she said, hugging Lenara one last time. 

Lenara smiled winningly. “I love you too, Emily. And your pronunciation is getting so much better.” 

______________

Katie Torres had been to Kieran Wildman’s ready room every afternoon for a week, and she was glad for the help with her studies, especially now that Geejay Janeway seemed to spend all of her time with Maddy James. Kieran was exceedingly patient with Katie, even though Katie seemed to be very far behind her classmates and barely getting average grades. Kieran was considering hiring a tutor for Katie, who could give her extra lessons to do and work with her one-on-one. 

This afternoon, Katie was laboring over a physics assignment. She read the material on her data PADD, and then explained to Kieran what she had read. “Thermal equilibrium,” she said, thinking through what the textbook had told her, “is when two objects are the exact same temperature, so there’s no heat exchange between them.”

“Right,” Kieran agreed. 

“And an isobaric process is one in which the pressure in a system stays constant. According to the laws of thermodynamics, for work to get done, if the pressure stays constant, something else has to change,” Katie recited.

“What else?” Kieran prompted her.

“Volume, temperature, or heat,” she replied. 

“Give me an example,” Kieran requested.

Katie thought hard about it. “There wasn’t an example in the book,” she said lamely.

“I know,” Kieran conceded, “but you need to think of one, so you can begin to apply what you’re learning.” She smiled encouragement to her daughter. 

“Um…oh, I know!” Katie got excited. “Plasma—it changes volume to create energy when it heats up, but the plasma dampeners keep the pressure constant so it can’t overload in the conduit.”

“See? You are smart, Katie. You’re just not patient enough to reason through things all the time. What’s the name for a system with a constant volume?” Kieran quizzed her.

“Isochoric,” Katie replied. 

Kieran’s work station chimed to announce an incoming message. “Excuse me a second,” she said, turning to the screen and tapping the keyboard.

Admiral Gray appeared. “Captain Wildman,” he addressed her formally, “the board of inquiry is about to begin deliberations. I thought you would like to know.”

“Yes, Admiral, thank you,” she replied, not certain what she was supposed to say exactly.

“As soon as we have a ruling, you will be notified and called to the courtroom. Gray out,” he advised, severing the line. 

Katie thought it sounded ominous, and she knew her lesson was over by the look on her mother’s face. “Mom—it’s gonna be okay, you know that. There’s no way they’re giving the Sato to someone else.”

Kieran forced a smile. “I hope you’re right, Katie. I’ve gotten kind of used to this chair,” she admitted, trying to sound nonchalant. The look on her face gave her away, however. Kieran loved her job, and it showed in everything she did.

“Yeah, well you look good in it. You know what P’Arth told me?” she asked, trying to shore up her mother’s confidence.

“No,” Kieran pretended to be interested. “What?”

“She told me to make you my role model, and then I would succeed at whatever I wanted to achieve,” Katie reported. “She told me how much she admires you.”

That was the last thing Kieran expected to hear. “She said that?” 

Katie nodded. “Yeah. Why didn’t you marry her, Mom?” she asked, brow ridges knotting in consternation. 

“It wasn’t the right relationship or the right time, honey. I was far too young for anything that serious. But I’m glad P’Arth is your friend,” she said sincerely. “I’ve been thinking maybe I should hire a tutor for you, Katie. Would you like that?” she asked to change the subject.

“No,” Katie replied forcefully, “I wouldn’t. I want to work on my homework with you,” she asserted. “You don’t want to help me anymore? Am I taking too much of your time?” she asked, fearing the worst. “Am I hopelessly dumb, Mom?”

Kieran stood up and gathered Katie into a hug. “Of course not. Honey, I meant I’d hire you a tutor in addition to our time. I’m glad you want to study with me. Only, sometimes I’m not sure I explain things all that well. It might help if I had some help. The Wildwomen come to mind, since they’re all tech-heads and I’m not.”

Katie looked at her with wide, hopeful eyes. “I have a great idea,” she enthused. “I could come live with you! Then I’d have all four of you to help me, and I wouldn’t keep bothering Mom and Noah when they’re trying to chase after the twins and Kelsey,” she reasoned logically. 

A bolt of cold fear shot through her, and Kieran bit her lip. “What if your mom doesn’t want you to live with me? After all, you never have.” 

“Isn’t it time I did? You’re as much my mom as she is, after all, and you only have one other kid taking up space in your quarters. Part of the reason I can never study at home is that the twins are always screaming and yelling, and Kelsey won’t leave me alone. I hate it there, Mom,” she admitted. “That was half the reason I stowed away on P’Arth’s ship. I didn’t figure anyone would notice I was gone.”

Katie’s tone made Kieran feel immediate guilt. How could she believe for a second no one would notice she was missing? “Why didn’t you ever tell me that before, Katie? Why didn’t you talk to B'Elanna and Noah about it? If you’re unhappy then you should say so,” Kieran said, feeling about two inches tall. “Do you really want to move in with me?” she asked, not liking the idea much herself, but realizing Katie had been off everyone’s radar too often.

“Yes,” Katie decided. “I won’t get in the way, Marmar,” she promised.

“Let me talk to Lanna and Noah about it. They might not want you to leave, you know,” Kieran argued, trying not to be too hopeful that they would object. 

Katie snorted. “Right. Mom will do a back flip to have one less kid bugging her all day,” she opined. “Will you talk to her today?” she asked, anxious to have the matter settled. 

“I will, sweetie, I promise.” Lord, how am I ever going to get the Wildwomen to agree? she asked herself silently. 

______________

B'Elanna Lessing stretched lazily in the Florida sunshine, as relaxed as Kieran could remember seeing her in a long time. For having had four children, she looked remarkably unscathed physically, but the years had begun to show around her eyes, most likely from sheer exhaustion. 

“Well,” B'Elanna said from behind dark glasses, “get on with it.” She smirked at her ex-wife, waiting for the shoe to drop.

“With what?” Kieran pretended there was no agenda.

B'Elanna sighed and sat back up on the beach towel, whipping her sunglasses onto her forehead. The sun glinted off the starburst on her cheek, a remnant of an assimilation into the Borg collective at the hand of Seven of Nine. “You haven’t spent time alone with me in years, Kieran,” she said reproachfully, “so if you’re suddenly missing me, I’m flattered. But we both know that’s not why you invited me here, so spill it,” she snapped impatiently. 

Kieran winced as if B'Elanna had punched her. “Have I really been so awful, Lanna?” she asked, not realizing how distant the two of them had become. 

B'Elanna shrugged. “You’re not awful,” she corrected her ex-wife. “You’re just busy with your own life, and I’m busy with mine. I’ve got four kids, and you’ve got almost as many wives, so when would we find time for a friendship? I wasn’t indicting you,” she contended mildly. 

“It’s odd,” Kieran observed. “We get caught up in our lives and I forget how much I value your input into mine, until I’m with you. And then there’s this melancholy sense that we’ve drifted so far apart.”

“If it weren’t for Katie, we’d never talk, other than senior staff meetings,” B'Elanna agreed. 

“Katie is the reason I asked you to come see me,” Kieran admitted. “It seems she’s got this notion in her head that she wants to move in with me.”

B'Elanna laughed derisively. “And of course, you told her no?”

Kieran shrugged. “I told her we’d discuss it,” she replied, digging her bare toes into the fine white sand of Tigertail beach. 

“You’re kidding me. You’re actually considering it? After I’ve practically raised her alone all these years?” B'Elanna asked, clearly irritated. 

Kieran bristled defensively, imbalanced by B'Elanna’s tone of voice. Her own anger threatened in response. “You’ve had nearly exclusive custody of her because Noah wanted it that way,” she shot back. “I never fought you or made it difficult for you, B'Elanna, and I could have. I was trying to do what I thought was best for Katie,” she argued. 

B'Elanna slid her sunglasses back over the bridge of her nose, jaw set in a grim line. “What was best for Katie was you staying on a ship with us, where you could be part of her life. You chose to stay at Starfleet Academy for Naomi’s sake, and Katie grew up without you there,” she said resentfully. 

“If that’s how you felt, why didn’t you tell me that then?” Kieran demanded. “God, B'Elanna, that’s been years ago—have you been harboring all this bitterness all that time? And if it was such a hardship raising her, why did you go on and have three more kids?” she drove the point home. 

B'Elanna scowled at her. “You have no idea what it’s been like, Kieran.” 

There was something in B'Elanna’s voice that gave the lanky captain pause. “Why don’t you tell me, then. What has it been like?” she said softly, gripping B'Elanna’s upper arm. 

B'Elanna sighed, trying to curtail her irritation. “Katie has not been an easy child to deal with. And not just because she is such a stereotypical Klingon child, either,” she explained. “Try explaining to a four year old why her mother doesn’t want her. Try making a school aged child understand why she is in space and her mother is not. Better yet, try convincing that child that she is loved and wanted, in spite of all the evidence to the contrary. You had this whole high-profile life, Kieran. Your research with Lenara, your pro sports career, your fame on Earth, and Katie has been waiting in the wings all this time, trying desperately to get your attention. Why do you think she ran away to P’Arth’s ship?” the fiery Klingon demanded.

Kieran hung her head. “She told me it was because there were so many kids in your quarters, she felt invisible, and she didn’t think anyone would even notice she was gone,” she replied a bit too harshly. “Do you think for a second I wanted to be away from her?”

“Yes, I do, because you were,” B'Elanna retorted. “You could have left Naomi at the Academy and come back for her. But you chose Naomi over your daughter. And then you adopted Kit and everything became about Kit,” she accused. 

“I love all my children equally,” Kieran defended herself. “But I also am not selfish enough to leverage their lives for my own gain at their expense. You and Noah gave Katie stability. Naomi was dying, B'Elanna, and what sort of life would Katie have had with us, in and out of doctors offices and hospitals? And then when Naomi was cured, our marriage was rocky, and I didn’t want Katie to see that, or to be unbalanced by it. By the time you were ready to head back into space, Katie was established with you and Noah, and she was happy and flourishing. Was I supposed to deprive her of that? Was I supposed to take her away from you and from the home she had known in her formative years? What about Kelsey—was I supposed to yank his sister out from under him?” Kieran demanded, her ire heightening. “You have no idea how I felt about any of it, because you never once asked,” she spat the words out. “You have no right to judge me, and you certainly have no right to assume what any of it was like for me.” She ground her teeth silently. “Do you think I felt good about turning my daughter over to Noah? I pushed aside my own feelings, because I wanted your marriage with him to work. And I didn’t want to make custody a bone of contention. I wanted us to get along.” She calmed her anger for Katie’s sake, forcing herself to breathe deeply. “All of that is beside the point. All that matters is Katie. What do you want to do about her?”

B'Elanna turned a discerning eye on her former spouse. “If she really wants to live with you, then she should. I have no problem with that. Just don’t expect me to pay child support, since you never have,” she added snottily. 

Kieran had had a bellyful. “I put over a million dollars in trust for her, and you can withdraw from the account anytime you need or want to. I never even required you to petition the court, B'Elanna—you could’ve used that money for any of your kids, without my knowing, and I would never have asked a single question. And you know if she ever needs anything, you only have to say so, even though there’s enough money in the trust to account for child support until she’s fifty,” Kieran bit her words off. “And I would never want your money,” she added hotly, resisting the urge to kick at the soft sand beneath her feet.

“Before you tell her it’s all right, consider this,” B'Elanna needled her. “If you let her move in with you, you can’t just bring her back to me when it gets inconvenient or when she proves to be too much for you. No explanation you could come up with would be adequate for letting her in and then pushing her out, so if you do this, it’s permanent. She needs to understand that, as well as you do,” B'Elanna insisted. “And have you cleared any of this with the Wildwomen?” she added petulantly. Kieran stared blankly at her. “I didn’t think so. They are not going to want their lives disrupted by a boisterous Klingon pain in the ass,” she lectured her. “You’d better make sure this won’t tear the deal with them, before you go any further. I mean it, Kieran. You had better not hurt Katie again. She’s been through enough.”

Kieran bristled with fury, but swallowed down her instinct to shake her ex-wife. “When did I ever hurt her, Lanna?” she asked incredulously, deep brown eyes showing her distress. 

“For a psychologist, you sure are clueless,” B'Elanna insulted her. “You don’t think she was hurt when you almost died in the wormhole accident? Or when you and Seven disappeared for months? Or when you let her stay aboard P’Arth’s ship instead of going after her? Of course you don’t think so, because news flash! You were never there for her, and you didn’t have to try to deal with how hurt she has been over and over again because of you,” B'Elanna confronted her. 

All of the fight drained out of Kieran. “I was doing my job, then. I didn’t do those things on purpose, but I still have to be a Starfleet officer. You knew when you married me what sort of person I am. And you’ve gone to the complete polar opposite with Noah, who wouldn’t know a risk if it bit him on the ass,” she psychoanalyzed the situation. 

“Oh, so now my husband is a coward?” B'Elanna jumped off the beach towel, shouting at Kieran.

“Noah’s not a coward,” Kieran tried for some levity. “After all, he married you. He reproduced with you, even after knowing how Katie turned out. That’s guts,” she joked. 

B'Elanna’s face worked with rage, but then she started to laugh as she turned Kieran’s words over. “Yeah, I guess ‘house-husband’ isn’t exactly the most dangerous job, but with me, it’s sure not safe, either,” she admitted sheepishly, sitting back down. She breathed in and out a few times, trying to get a grip on her feelings.

“You’re right, though, I need to talk to my wives. I don’t think any of them ever once contemplated Katie living with us,” she said absently, listening to the soothing roar of the tide pounding on the sand. 

“If they say no, we’ll just tell Katie that I didn’t want her to move out—make me the bad guy. It would wreck her self-esteem if she knew one of your wives didn’t want her there,” B'Elanna schemed. 

“And if they say yes?” Kieran asked nervously. 

“Then she’s all yours. We can work out visitation later, if you want,” B'Elanna acquiesced. “Noah is going to be one unhappy man, though. He’s very attached to our daughter,” she murmured. 

“You could have fooled Katie,” Kieran replied reluctantly, not wanting to pick another fight. “She told me she thinks Noah favors the other kids because Katie’s not his biologically.”

“That’s not true at all,” B'Elanna wailed. “You know it’s not, Kieran. Noah loves her.”

Kieran nodded. “My point is, Katie is hurt by what she perceives as a failing in Noah that doesn’t really exist. The same way she has been by her interpretation of my behavior, which was no less honorable than Noah’s,” she explained. “Kids just don’t always see what’s real,” she added. “It’s pointless to blame me or to blame Noah because Katie took things personally that she shouldn’t have.”

“I get it,” B'Elanna conceded. “I shouldn’t blame you for her misperceptions. But you need to be better about finding out what her perceptions are, so you can straighten them out with her instead of letting her misconstrue everything. Agreed?” she said in a conciliatory tone, smoothing her hair behind her ears. 

Kieran sighed. “Agreed. I should round up my wives for a pow-wow,” she decided. “Thanks, Lanna.”

_____________

Kieran Wildman waited expectantly for her wives to digest what she had told them. Robin, Lenara, and Naomi exchanged worried glances, and Kieran knew none of them wanted to be the one to object to Katie coming to live in their quarters, but she sensed there was no chance they would agree. 

Naomi Wildman exhaled audibly. “I think it’s a great idea,” she said resolutely. “I’ve thought so for a long time, but I didn’t think Lanna would even consider it,” she allowed. “Katie is adrift, and with four mothers to anchor her, we ought to be able to get her back on course.”

“Absolutely,” Robin chimed in. “She’s only reaching out to Ja’Kir because she feels cut off from the people she really needs to be close to,” she stated flatly. 

Lenara took Kieran’s hand. “When can she move her things, Be’thal?”

Kieran grinned ear to ear. “You mean it? You’re willing to give her a chance?” she asked, her deep brown eyes glowing with love for her wives. “I thought you’d say she’s too—Klingon,” she admitted. “I’m terrified, myself of what we’re taking on with her,” she allowed.

Naomi shook her head. “She’s not TOO anything, KT. She just needs more direction and better supervision. And she needs to know we love her, and that she doesn’t have to get her positive reinforcement sexually with Ja’Kir. I’ve been meaning to tell you, and now’s as good a time as any: Katie was caught fooling around with him in a Jeffries tube. They weren’t naked, but they were well on their way,” she informed her wife. 

Kieran’s countenance darkened considerably. “I’m going to have to castrate that boy,” she threatened. “Soon.” She sighed in resignation. “I guess I can’t blame him, when she’s going along with it. I hope having her here makes a difference. I appreciate you all being willing to let her stay here,” she said gratefully. 

“My opinion is the kid needs structure,” Robin said, poking her finger onto the table top for emphasis. “I say we set up her day so that there’s no time for Ja’Kir. School, then an after school sport or hobby, then homework. We can take turns working with her on her homework, so we don’t all burn out on it.”

“I think that’s a great start,” Kieran agreed. “And I want her to go to counseling with me. Katie has apparently been carrying around a transport class vessel full of resentment with my name on it,” she confessed, saddened at the thought. “If you’re all sure, I’ll go and tell B'Elanna it’s a done deal, then,” Kieran wanted to give them one last opportunity to bail out. “Okay then,” she concluded. “Operation salvage Katie’s childhood is now officially underway.”

_____________

Detara pulled the thick blankets closer to her throat, shivering in the cold of To’Rehkt s castle. Klingons had a distinctive flair for the dramatic, and eschewed anything that hinted at comfort or luxury, even in the richest of homes. To’Rehkt kept the temperature unusually cold, considering that Klingons were accustomed to heat. After being aboard a Warbird for so long, Detara could barely tolerate the chill in To’Rehkt’s domicile, and she contemplated dressing to go outside, where the sun was no doubt beating down on lake Qo’noS. To’Rehkt’s home sat on the bank of the enormous saline lake, one of the choicest locations on the planet. Water was a scarcity on the homeworld, and any property that abutted one of the few saline bodies of water was a valuable property. That fact alone had put To’Rehkt’s land under siege more than once. 

Detara sighed in resignation. She was awake, like it or not. She opened her sleep deprived eyes, and beside her stood one of To’Rehkt’s many servants, holding out a thick velvet robe to her. 

“The master sends this to you,” the servant advised her. “You are to dine at his table. I am to help you dress for him,” she said, bowing low. 

Detara’s eyes widened. “This is beautiful,” she murmured, fingering the fabric. 

“The master is well pleased with you, my lady,” she informed Detara. “It has been too long since there was a lady of the house. Shall I draw your bath?”

“Please,” Detara agreed, liking, for once, being served instead of being the servant. Crossing P’Arth was the smartest thing she had ever done. She watched the servant scurry away, and she settled back into the bedding, trying to get warm. Keh’grang had successfully executed the final stages of the plan, and very soon, P’Arth’s destiny would be beneath To’Rehkt’s boot heel. Detara could hardly wait for the chance to gloat in her mistress’ face. If she felt bad for lying to Keh’grang about her pregnancy, it was only for a moment; and she might be carrying the heir to To’Rehkt’s estate, after last night. If she could give To’Rehkt an heir, her future would be sealed as a lady of a prominent house. Quite an accomplishment for a former inmate of Rura Penthe. And To’Rehkt was old, which meant her captivity to him would be short-lived. She would rule his estate from his death until their eldest son could take control of the fortune. Perhaps by then, the plight of women would be vastly different in the Empire. 

Detara silenced the pang of sorrow that threatened. P’Arth had done so much to improve the day to day lives of women in the Empire, and Detara would enjoy the fruits of her labor for many decades, even after P’Arth’s conviction, if not her execution. Detara savored the irony of that, knowing she would be the impetus for P’Arth’s demise. What was it that those accursed humans used to say? Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, yes, that was it. Fek’lhr’s own wrath couldn’t compare to the power of Detara’s anger. 

Detara took a black sort of satisfaction from knowing that P’Arth’s bones would never lie in state at Ty’Gokor, not if her plan was successful. Perhaps even Mor’dehK’s bones would be removed from the Hall of Warriors, because of his association with P’Arth, who would be naDHa'ghach, or discommended. Perhaps the house of Ve’chuk would be wiped from Klingon history altogether, and those houses affiliated with it through the R’uustai would be absorbed into To’Rehkt’s family line. It could have been different, P’Arth, if only you had admitted you love me. If only you had not ordered Keh’grang to dishonor me. 

The servant girl returned, then, announcing that Detara’s bath was ready. Detara bared her teeth at the woman, just for the sake of asserting her dominance. No servant would ever be in her employ without knowing the back of her hand. It was her right. She had earned it by giving her body to P’Arth, and then to To’Rehkt. 

_____________

Katie Torres shifted uncomfortably in her chair, glancing at her mother, then at her therapist. She never felt quite right in the counseling center on the Sato, which seemed so sterile to her. And it was even less hospitable considering that she always had to dredge up her most unpleasant emotions there.

Amy Scott nodded at the young Klingon, trying to convey courage to her. 

“I think there’s more, Katie,” Amy prodded her. “You’ve said you felt like you didn’t matter as much as your brothers and sisters, and that’s why you ran away. What evidence did you see of that?”

Kieran held her breath, hoping against hope that Katie’s insecurities were all in her head, and that there was no objective evidence that Katie could have misinterpreted.

Katie sighed fretfully, and her face clouded as though she might cry. “I’m the only one named Torres,” she said softly, trying not to lose control of herself. “Matthew, Mia, Kelsey—they’re all named Lessing. My mother took Noah’s name, too. And you’re a Wildman,” she said to Kieran, trying not to sound accusatory. “Nobody is named Torres but me. Nobody ever asked me if I wanted to be a Lessing or a Wildman,” she confessed sadly. “Even Kit got to change her name, and she’s not your real daughter,” Katie asserted, facing Kieran with an air of defiance. “I don’t belong to anybody, because nobody wants me,” she told Amy. “So I didn’t think it mattered if I left. I thought maybe I could belong to P’Arth’s house. At least I could through the R’uustai, if she let me.”

Kieran looked desperately at Amy, not certain what to say. Amy nodded at her, as if to say ‘Explain it to her. You should have done that a long time ago.’ Kieran wrung her hands inadvertently, leaning forward on her knees so that she was face to face with Katie. “That’s my fault, Katie. I’m so sorry. It never occurred to me you’d want my last name. You’re named Thompson-Torres because that was my last name, and B'Elanna’s last name, when you were born. I didn’t know it upset you. Why didn’t you say so?” she asked gently, feeling ashamed of her lack of insight.

Katie’s eyes puddled. “What was I supposed to say, Mom?”

“You should tell me how you feel, Katie,” Kieran urged her.

Katie drew a trembling breath, then exhaled gustily. “I feel like you’re ashamed of me. Like you don’t want anyone to know that I’m your daughter. Anyone who meets me wouldn’t know my mother is the captain of the ship. They wouldn’t know I’m the Chief Engineer’s daughter. They wouldn’t even know I’m related to Aunt Cassidy. One of the kids on my soccer team told me I must be a bastard. Am I?” she asked, humiliated. 

Kieran bit her lip, but felt tears streaking down her face. “No, you’re not. A bastard is a child born outside of marriage, and your mother and I were definitely married when we had you. And that word doesn’t really mean that, any more. There’s no stigma associated with being born to an unmarried person,” she explained.

“What’s a stigma?” Katie asked, stunned that her mother was crying. 

Kieran struggled to define it. “I guess the best description is dishonor,” she decided. “A stigma is a bad image associated with something. What’s important is that you were born when B'Elanna and I were married, honey, and we wanted you very much. A bastard is an unwanted child.”

Katie shook her head. “Then he was right. I am a bastard. You didn’t even come for me when I hid on P’Arth’s ship,” she concluded. 

Kieran fought the knot in her throat, but knew B'Elanna had been right. She had damaged her own child by being oblivious to her feelings. “Honey, we had a mission. A dangerous one. Honestly, I didn’t go after you because I figured you’d be safer on P’Arth’s ship than the Sato,” she admitted. “P’Arth was only going to Deep Space Nine, while we were going to investigate the terrorist attack on the Sagan. I didn’t want you on the Sato because it was too risky,” she tried to convince her daughter. She wiped at her cheeks with the sleeve of her denim shirt. She was always careful not to go to counseling in her uniform, so she would seem more like Katie’s mother and less like her captain. But she figured Katie was only seeing her as the enemy, now, no matter what she wore. 

Amy nodded approval. “Kieran, tell Katie why you’re crying,” she urged her. 

Kieran swallowed hard. “I—I’m crying because I’m upset with myself,” she replied. “I let you think I don’t care about you, that I don’t want you. But I swear, Katie, I had no idea that’s what you thought. I never offered to change your name to Wildman because that name is part of the Trill fanu’tremu and Lenara’s family, now. And I don’t think B'Elanna would want you to have my name,” she said faintly. “When Kit became a Wildman, there were no Trill customs attached to the name,” she reasoned. “It was different.”

Katie nodded. “McCallister was a name with a stigma,” she agreed. “Because of what her uncle did to her.” 

Kieran blanched. “You know about that?”

“Yeah. I was with Kit the other day when she got that message about her uncle’s death,” she affirmed. “I made Kit tell me what he was in prison for.”

Kieran sighed. “Okay. Do you understand it?” she asked tremulously, thinking Katie was much too young to know such things.

Katie cocked her head to one side. “Yes. It was like what the Cardassians did to Jenny. They raped her.”

Kieran looked worriedly at Amy. “Honey, how do you know what rape means?”

“Ja’Kir explained it to me. I didn’t understand why having sex with a Cardassian was so horrible, until he told me they forced Jenny to do that. He said it’s not sex if they force you, it’s violence,” she detailed for her mother. 

Kieran couldn’t entirely suppress a smile. Perhaps Ja’Kir had some good qualities, after all. “That’s right. That’s exactly right. It’s a crime to force anyone to do that,” Kieran agreed. 

Amy nodded. “Katie,” she redirected the session, “do you want to be named Wildman? Or Lessing?” she asked.

Katie nodded emphatically. “I want my name to be Wildman,” she said, turning to Kieran. “I can speak the Prala’prem, if I have to, Mom. I don’t want to insult Lenara’s family by taking that name without it,” she asserted, face all seriousness. 

“Do you understand what the Prala’prem means, honey?” Kieran asked, surprised that Katie even knew the ceremony was connected to Trill culture. 

“Of course I do,” she replied impatiently. “I’m not stupid, Mom. I was at Emily’s ceremony. She joined the fanu’tremu when she did that ceremony, and it tied Kit’s marriage to Lenara’s family line, just like you and Naomi and Robbie are tied to it,” she detailed for her mother.

“I had no idea you understood Trill customs so well,” Kieran said, genuinely pleased. “But that’s right. Lenara could teach you all about it, if you want to know more. She’d love that, I’m sure,” Kieran said fondly. 

“I have my lesson with her tomorrow,” Katie agreed. “I can ask her then. Is it okay with you if I do want to change my name? Will you ask Mom for me?” 

“Of course I will,” Kieran replied. “I’ll tell her about our conversation today, and why this is important to you. Okay?”

Katie smiled then, relief flooding her young features. “Okay. Thanks, Mom,” she said, impulsively hugging her mother. 

Kieran held onto her for long moments, kissing her hair. “I’m so sorry, Katie,” she said quietly. “I never meant for you to misunderstand, but it’s my fault. I love you, and I’m proud of you. Of course I want you to have my last name,” she assured her. 

Epilogue:

Captain Kieran Wildman entered the Chimera, grinning wildly with relief. Her wives had organized a celebration the second the board of inquiry’s decision had been announced: Kieran had been thoroughly investigated and there was no evidence of any wrongdoing on her part. She would remain on the Sato, and the Sato would be dispatched to the coordinates where they would establish a stable wormhole to the Beta Quadrant as soon as the Romulan Ambassador arrived. 

Kieran was surrounded by friends and family who had come to tell her how pleased they were that she had been cleared in the inquisition, among them, all of the Admirals who had comprised the board itself. Champagne appeared from somewhere, and there were toasts and congratulatory hugs all around. Kieran was light headed after all the worry she had been through, and she leaned heavily on Robin Wildman, who was by far the sturdiest of Kieran’s wives. Joely Winfield, fresh from her honeymoon and looking happier than anyone could recall, flitted around Kieran, clandestinely taking medical scans at Naomi’s insistence. 

Admiral Brand made her way to Kieran when the party was starting to break up. “When you get back from this mission,” she said fondly, “we need to talk about your future. I want your transition to be smooth, and I don’t want the Academy to suffer.”

“Amanda,” Kieran said, half-scolding, “I just got the Sato. I’ve got years of adventure in me, yet,” she pleaded for understanding. “I want to be your successor, I promise you that. But I feel like I barely have my feet wet in the captain’s position. Are you suddenly anxious to retire?” she asked, concerned for her friend. 

“Eventually,” she admitted, “though not in the immediate future. I don’t know, Kieran. Seeing Kate and Joely so happy makes me think maybe I’m not too old to find my own little piece of bliss somewhere. I love my job, but it’s not enough. Look at you—you run the ship, have three wives, three children, and a dozen hobbies. By comparison, I seem stagnant, don’t you think?”

Kieran hugged her. “Not to me, you don’t, but if you’re not happy, then you are the only one that can change that. You know I’ll support any decision you make.”

Amanda nodded. “I am taking a sabbatical this summer, and I may extend it longer. Admiral Holt is going to fill in for me, while I’m away.”

“That’s great. Where are you going to go? What will you do?” she asked, excited at the prospect.

“I was hoping to go on the Sato with you. I think I’ve become ineffective at the school because it’s been too long since I was part of the day to day operations of a starship. I need a refresher. Starfleet Command agrees,” she said, gauging Kieran’s reaction carefully. 

Kieran whooped and lifted the older woman off the ground, swinging her around. “Are you really coming with us?” she enthused, laughing joyfully. “That would be excellent,” she announced. “Please tell me you’re not teasing me.”

“I’m not,” Amanda assured her. “I have to say I didn’t think you’d be so welcoming, though,” she admitted, smiling broadly.

Kieran fixed her with a glare. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Having an Admiral aboard ship might cramp your style,” she warned hesitantly. 

“Are you planning to take command from me?” Kieran asked half seriously. “Amanda, tell me the board didn’t cook this up because I’m still under some sort of scrutiny,” she hissed, the momentary glee draining from her face.

“I am not taking your command, and I will not issue a single order. In fact, I am going to observe and not much else. And no, the board didn’t dream this up. I did,” she contended, resting her hand on Kieran’s forearm. 

Kieran relaxed visibly then, smiling. “Admit it, old girl,” she teased, “you just can’t stand the thought of saying goodbye to me again,” she concluded with an arrogant quirk of the eyebrow.

Amanda rolled her eyes. “Oh, yeah, that’s it, Captain. You’re on to me. I figured, hey, if Kate Pulaski can bag a woman half her age, maybe I should try my luck. I outrank your wives, you know,” she bantered back. “And I’ve already had one spouse who only wanted me because I could launch his career. And Naomi looks stunning in her casual attire,” she added, gazing across the room at Kieran’s youngest wife. “Is she ambitious?” the Admiral asked, waggling her eyebrows. 

Kieran laughed uproariously. “You wish,” she accused. “So,” she began plotting her revenge, “when can we resume our weekly poker games? I have a fortune to win back, you know.”

Amanda slapped her on the back. “Dream on, Wildman. In the time it takes you to beat me ten times, I will have amassed enough to build a second statue of you. Oh, my,” she fanned herself, “this means I can work with the fun committee to come up with some new costumes for the bronze masterpiece,” she laughed loudly, scanning the room. “Where’s Kit?”

Kieran crossed her arms petulantly. “No fair, ganging up on me. It’s my ship, after all,” she pouted. But Amanda was already across the room, head bowed as she discussed the first of many pranks with Kit. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather join the Enterprise’s crew?” Kieran called after her mentor. Amanda waved her off dismissively, and Kit gave her mother a triumphant grin. Kieran’s stomach sank. It was going to be a long, long mission. 

