FAMILY: PART TWO: KIT

By Ensign Mika

Commander Kieran Wildman, head coach of the women’s basketball team at Starfleet Academy, was pleased with the way the team was shaping up. She fully expected the team to pull off a winning season, with a record well over .500. She was particularly impressed with the progress of her wife, Cadet Second Class Naomi Wildman, who had made the team as a walk-on, and appeared to improve with every single practice. Naomi had been ill only months before, and Kieran had been afraid that Naomi’s body might not be up to the rigors of college sports, but Naomi had bounced back like a champion, not only on Kieran’s basketball team, but on the Velocity team where Naomi was the anchor of the Varsity squad.

Basketball practice went smoothly, and Kieran decided to give her team an early out, ending the session at 5 pm. Naomi jogged off the court, stopping to check in with her wife, sweat darkening her stawberry-blonde hair in a way that made Kieran’s breath catch.

“Coach, have you got plans for later?” she asked quietly, a faint smile playing at the corners of her lips.

Kieran made sure no one else was within earshot. “As a matter of fact, I do,” she waggled her eyebrows. “Assuming you’re free once you’re out of the showers,” she added.

“I’ll hurry.” Naomi sprinted for the locker room.  

The six-foot-plus tall coach watched as her wife rushed off, an appreciative glint in her deep brown eyes. Kieran absently toyed with her wedding rings, smiling softly after her wife of several months. The reality of their marriage struck her at times like these, and she was mystified by the events that had brought them to this relationship, for Naomi was chronologically a mere teenager, and Kieran her senior by twenty years. Kieran had gone from being Naomi’s mentor to her spouse, all due to a bacterial infection that had accelerated Naomi’s aging in the not-so-distant past when the two women were part of the Voyager crew. It never ceased to amaze Kieran when she looked at Naomi, just how far they had come together.  Kieran ran her long fingers through the spiked blonde strands of her own hair, remembering.

When the Wildmans arrived at their house, it was already getting dark outside. Their roommate, Seven of Nine, formerly of the Borg Collective and Naomi’s adoptive mother,  was nowhere to be found. Seven had come to live with Naomi and Kieran when her marriage to Voyager’s captain, Kathryn Janeway became troubled in the course of Naomi’s illness.  Seven and Kathryn now traded custody of their youngest daughter, Geejay, on a two-week rotation.

“I think Seven was taking Geejay to a birthday party for one of the kids at daycare,” Kieran commented, setting her backpack on the floor. “Come here, you,” she held out her arms to her gorgeous wife.

Dropping her own backpack on the floor, Naomi instantly moved into Kieran’s arms.  “I missed you something awful this week,” she murmured, kissing the taller Wildman. “Thank you for making practice short,” she said between kisses.

“It’s your fault, you know,” Kieran flirted as they embraced intermittently.  “You were just looking so amazing in your practice shorts.” 

Naomi giggled. “Really?”

“Mmm-hmm. I was thinking about making you do ankle grabs, so I could stand behind you and watch your ass,” Kieran remarked as she slid her hands down Naomi’s back and caressed her buttocks.

Naomi blushed. Kieran rarely made vulgar comments, but when she did, the strawberry blonde loved it. “You like my ass, Coach?” she asked, snatching Kieran’s whistle chain and drawing her closer.

“Very much, Cadet,” Kieran answered huskily. “It can be very distracting when I’m supposed to be running a practice and you look like ever so much more fun than basketball.”

They continued to kiss, enjoying their reunion. Naomi stayed on campus in her dormitory through the week and only came home on weekends. As newlyweds, the situation was taxing on their patience, to say the least.   

“What do you think about, when you look at my ass, Coach?” Naomi taunted her wife.

Kieran closed her eyes against the sudden rush of desire, the fullness of Naomi’s breasts pressing insistently against her chest. “I think about touching you, about your naked body against mine, and how wonderful it would feel to have your bare ass in my hands,” she admitted, nipping at Naomi’s throat with practiced care.

“In your hands, how?” She breathed in Kieran’s ear, feeling the taller woman’s knees threatening to fail as a sharp chill crept up her long body.

“I was thinking,” Kieran breathed shakily, “how much I’d like to have your ass in my hands, poised over my face,” her voice quavering at the thought.

They kissed again and again, exploring and teasing with fevered tongues, both yearning to be upstairs in bed. 

“I was thinking,” Kieran continued unsteadily, “how I’d like to press my face into the warmth of your folds,” she ran her fingers over Naomi’s graceful buttocks, emphasizing the point. “And how I would spread your lips with my tongue,” she said hoarsely, her voice suddenly an octave deeper.

Naomi tangled her fingers in the short strands of Kieran’s hair, pulling her head back to expose her throat. Brightly edged teeth grazed Kieran’s pulse point, leaving a red mark that remained for several seconds.  “Is that really what you’d like to do to me?” Naomi asked with a shiver.

“That,” Kieran sighed, “and so much more. Will you let me take you to bed?” she whispered, a slight tremor in her hands as she held the smaller woman’s face to kiss her deeply again.  

Naomi groaned into Kieran’s mouth. “Yes,” she acquiesced, reluctantly disengaging from her spouse. She took Kieran’s hands, leading her to the stairs, never losing eye contact with her as she backed toward the steps. The look of pure, unabashed lust in Naomi’s hazel eyes made Kieran break out in a cold sweat.  Naomi smiled seductively at the lanky Commander, drawing her up to their room. “I’ve been dying for you all day,” she whimpered as Kieran picked her up and carried her to their bed.

Clothing started to fly, and within seconds, they were lying together, soft skin glancing over soft skin, kissing and pressing together to quell their impatience. “God,” Kieran made a strangled sound, “I want to take you right this second,” she gasped as Naomi scratched her back gently with careful nails. “But I want this to last,” she admitted her conflict.  She took two deep breaths, centering herself, and crawled over to the edge of the bed. She pulled out the nightstand drawer, feeling inside of it. She found a bottle of massage oil and warmed a generous amount in her hands. “I think you need some special attention, and I need to touch every inch of you,” she decided, turning Naomi face down on the bed and smoothing oil over her buttocks and back.  

Naomi groaned appreciatively. “God, that feels wonderful. Only you might put me to sleep, Kieran,” she warned. 

Kieran massaged her firmly, working the knots loose from her smaller body.  “Your coach must be a real tyrant,” she murmured, “because every muscle in your shoulders is tight.” She rubbed the tender spots with large, powerful hands and felt Naomi’s cervical spine realigning itself. “Did that hurt?” she asked softly.

“God, no,” Naomi said into her pillow. “It hurts in a good way,” she managed, spreading her arms straight out from her shoulders so Kieran could rub her deltoids and biceps. “Right there,” she instructed, flinching when Kieran hit a sensitive spot beneath her shoulder blade.

“I can feel a thickening there,” Kieran commented. “But it’s coming out.” She worked the knot gently, but insistently.

“If I start to drool, tell me to close my mouth,” Naomi moaned.  

Kieran grinned wickedly, running her hand up Naomi’s thigh and finding wetness between her legs. “You’re drooling, all right,” she noted, chuckling. She moved down her lover’s body, kneading her buttocks until they were pliant and relaxed, then starting on her hamstrings. Naomi jumped when Kieran got to her right thigh. “Does that hurt?” Kieran asked in concern.

“Like hell,” Naomi admitted. “I think I strained it,” she added. “Doing that last weaving drill,” she explained, though words were becoming more challenging with every passing moment.

“Before we sleep, I’ll put some liniment on it. Don’t let me forget, or you could be in trouble tomorrow,” Kieran advised, moving down to Naomi’s calves.  She poured more oil into her palms, rubbing them vigorously to warm the fluid before spreading it over Naomi’s feet.

“I love you,” Naomi told her wife, still groaning occasionally when a complaining tendon or ligament spoke up.

“I love you, too,” Kieran smiled, “and I love your body. Thank you for letting me indulge myself.” She rubbed Naomi’s toes, tugging them gently and feeling them release tension.

“You’re indulged?” Naomi asked disbelievingly. “I think I’m getting indulged, not you,” she could barely articulate the words.

“You’d be surprised,” Kieran kissed the arches of her wife’s delicate feet, each in turn. “Turn face up, sweetie,” she invited.

“I can’t move,” Naomi protested, her body spread out and limp.

“Okay, I’ll help you.” Kieran eased her over, thinking how beautiful she looked in a totally relaxed state.

Kieran climbed up the length of Naomi’s body, and started to rub her temples. She massaged the angles of Naomi’s face, easing away the tension. When she worked her fingers into the sinews of Naomi’s elegant neck, Naomi’s eyes rolled back in her head with pleasure.

Warm hands and more oil coated Naomi’s chest, and tender pectoral muscles caused more than a few gasps of pain. “Oh, my poor baby,” Kieran berated herself. “I’m working you too hard, aren’t I?”

Naomi smiled. “I haven’t complained, have I Coach?”

“Maybe you should.  You’re awfully sore, honey,” Kieran observed. “Damn, Na, you’re bruised here,” she breathed anxiously, gingerly examining her wife’s ribs.

“Yeah.  Shane Bilbrey has some bony elbows on the rebounds,” she tattled. “It’s okay though.”

Kieran kissed Naomi’s belly, massaging the abdominal and pelvic area with motions that reached deep into the muscles around her hips. She hovered over Naomi’s body, manipulating the joints and soft tissues, bringing the tortured body relief and relaxation. She moved down Naomi’s thighs, calves, and feet again, then brought her face to Naomi’s center, breathing softly against the exposed flesh as she spread her wife’s legs. Naomi was dazed from the massage, but her body was instantly aware of the hot breath tantalizing her labia.  

“I think instead of having you on your knees over my face, I’d better let you lie down, don’t you think?”

“Unless you want me to collapse, yes,” Naomi smiled, too relaxed to consider straddling Kieran’s mouth. 

Kieran smiled, dropping her face to Naomi’s sex, kissing her gently, lingeringly. She teased with her lips, nuzzling and brushing against the velvet of Naomi’s labia, watching her lover’s reaction as the arousal asserted itself over the relaxation. Naomi exhaled softly, drawing her knees up, allowing Kieran to explore her. Kieran parted Naomi’s flesh with the tip of her tongue, caressing softly around the distended bundle of nerves, deliberately making the seduction gradual. The longer she touched Naomi, the more insistent were the sounds emanating from Naomi’s chest. Kieran took fleshy lips into the warmth and wetness of her mouth, and Naomi cried out at the sudden sensation. Kieran stroked gently at the cleft with her tongue, finding Naomi’s clitoris with the faintest of touches. She stopped to ask “Is that what you want?”

Naomi groaned. “God, yes, you know it is, Kieran,” she whimpered, lifting her hips to bring herself closer to Kieran’s mouth. “I can’t take much more teasing,” she sighed, her legs quivering momentarily.

Kieran smiled then, starting the calculated campaign to bring her wife to climax, tongue less tentative, lips encompassing and devouring. Naomi bucked against the drumming sensation of fluttering tongue against clitoris, and Kieran caught her buttocks in generous palms, lifting Naomi’s body as if it were no more substantial than a piece of fruit to be savored.  Naomi bit her lip as the ache crested, all of her awareness focused on the pinpoint of pleasure between her legs, ascending the peak and shattering, body convulsing and sounds escaping her throat in unbridled passion.

Kieran moved over her wife as she shuddered with the final spasms of her orgasm, and Naomi curled immediately into her embrace. Kieran kissed her hair, enveloping her with warmth and love, drawing her nearer. They lay together in silence for a very long time, watching the rain running down the windows.

“I love Friday nights,” Naomi announced sleepily.  

“Mmmmm, me too,” Kieran breathed lazily. “Especially when it’s rainy and cold out. Perfect lovemaking weather,” she noted.

Naomi smiled against Kieran’s bare skin. “Any weather is perfect for that,” she decided.  “But a fire would be especially nice.”  

Kieran pulled the covers up around her lover. “Let me build one, then,” she said, and kissed Naomi’s face before extricating herself from strong arms to make the fire.

In a matter of minutes, a roaring fire blazed in the hearth, and Kieran slipped back into bed with her wife. Naomi welcomed her immediately. “I love that sound,” she whispered, listening intently.

“Which sound?” Kieran rubbed her shoulders absently, wanting to keep her loose.

“The crackle of the logs burning,” Naomi clarified. “It makes me think of camping. That’s another fantasy—to make love with you in the woods, in a tent, all night long. Now that I’ll probably live a normal life span, we can surely get to all of those fantasies I’ve banked,” she said hopefully.

“I want to know all of them,” Kieran declared, wrapping Naomi in her arms. “I love you, Na,” she whispered tenderly. “Please, share them with me,” she invited.

Naomi snuggled into her. “That was one of them. Having you massage me head to toe and then make love to me,” she confessed. “It was so healing,” she kissed Kieran softly. “And it was very unselfish of you, because now I’m so vegetative, I can’t even move long enough to make love to you.”

Kieran laughed. “Well it wasn’t my intent to deprive myself of your affections, but it was my intent to give you something that was solely for you,” she explained as she continued to massage Naomi’s shoulders.

“Don’t you get frustrated when I don’t make love to you, too?” Naomi wanted to know.

“It’s pretty rare that things are one sided,” Kieran pointed out. “When I make love to you, it does get me very aroused. But there’s a deliciousness to anticipation, too.  I know you won’t make me wait very long, and I know you’re worth the wait,” she smiled brightly. 

After a few quiet moments, Kieran asked “Are you hungry?”

Naomi shook her head. “Not really. You?”

“Naw. I’m just very, very content, right now. So how was your session with Tom Paris?” she asked, referring to the former helmsman of the starship Voyager, who had volunteered to give Naomi some pointers on piloting. Tom had been Kieran’s instructor, many years before, and Kieran had learned a good deal from the sandy-haired Lieutenant.

“He’s a good instructor. I’m glad I let K-Mom talk me into it. My scores improved after only a few minutes with him,” she said, her voice full of respect for her tutor.

“Yeah, he taught me a lot. I think he missed his calling, and should be a flight instructor. But I imagine he’s going to look for a helm position again. Maybe on your mom’s new ship,” Kieran added, tugging at the covers and settling them over her wife’s nakedness again.

“That’d be nice for them both,” Naomi murmured, her mind already having moved on to other subjects. “So who is this recruit we’re going fishing for on Sunday?” she inquired, not really having had time to get the specifics.

In addition to being the head coach of the basketball team, Kieran was the head recruiter for the Academy, and a good deal of her duties entailed visiting high schools to entice students to come to Starfleet. As part of her recruiting activities, she had created a speaker’s bureau comprised primarily of Voyager personnel that she took to various schools. Naomi was a frequent member of the panel. 

“Ummm,” Kieran had to make herself focus on the topic and not the yearnings of her body.  “She’s got perfect scores on the SFVABs, she’s got several black belts, she plays hoops, and she’s valedictorian of her class. Admiral Brand has been drooling over her. Name’s—uh—Kittner McCallister.”

Naomi sat straight up in bed. “Are you kidding me?”

Kieran sat up too. “I thought the name seemed familiar—who is she?”

“She’s my fiancée from my third hallucination,” Naomi reminded her, referring to a series of hallucinations she had on a planet called Restid Three, when she had been exposed to an alien life form that emitted psychotropic gases. The hallucinations had been vivid and in many ways, life altering for the Ktarian-human hybrid; but more than that, several aspects of those hallucinations had come to pass. The prophetic nature of the “dreams” still astonished Naomi and her family, and they struggled to understand how a hallucination could be prescient.  

Kieran’s jaw dropped. “No way,” she murmured.  “I forgot all about her.” Then the next realization hit her. “And you chose her over me, didn’t you?” she said in a voice so small, Naomi enfolded her in reassuring arms immediately.

“It wasn’t real, love,” she promised.

“Some of your hallucinations have been prophetic,” Kieran pointed out, instantly insecure. It was one thing to imagine Naomi leaving her for some stranger, and to deal with that fear, but Kit McCallister was another can of worms entirely.

Naomi turned to face her, lacing her legs over Kieran’s. “Honey, listen to me. In that third hallucination, do you remember what had been going on? You had been hiding two affairs from me. I was livid with you. And you wouldn’t admit you loved me. Kit was able to win me over because you couldn’t be bothered. Don’t think for a second that there’s any chance she’ll be a threat to us, not under these circumstances. You’ve never done any of the stupid things that Kieran Thompson did—you never could,” she pleaded with her distraught wife to believe her. 

Kieran wanted to believe and was willing to accept her wife’s assertions. “Okay,” she said slowly. “I’ve been the model spouse?” she asked, seeking further reassurance.

“Oh, my God, you’ve been amazing,” Naomi proclaimed, hugging her wife to her tightly. “I never knew I could be so happy—even when I fantasized about being with you, I didn’t really think it would be this incredible,” she confessed, ruffling her fingers through Kieran’s spiky hair.

Kieran leaned her head on Naomi’s shoulder, kissing the bare, freckled flesh. “I need to get a grip, huh?”

Naomi laughed softly. “I’ve never seen such a look of panic on your face. God, that was sweet,” she kissed Kieran’s cheek. “I think there’s something wrong with me, Kieran. I really like it when you get possessive—and when I want you to go into a jealous tirade over something like the Shannon incident, and you don’t, I’m disappointed. Is that awful?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe it comes from some insecurity of yours?” she wondered. “Or maybe it’s because Voyager was so life and death all the time, so dramatic—maybe you need flagrant demonstrations of my love,” she considered. “I’m afraid I’m not demonstrative enough, if you find yourself needing me to be possessive. Do I seem ambivalent, Na? Because I’m not,” she asserted, her stomach instantly in knots.

Naomi thought for awhile. “Not ambivalent, but sometimes you’re so busy worrying about what I need and want that you forget to tell me what you need and want. And I worry, I suppose, that if you can give me so much freedom, maybe it’s because you don’t care enough whether I’m with you,” she realized, finally identifying the source of her unease.

Kieran hugged her fiercely. “I’m sorry if you’ve ever thought for a second I don’t care. I can’t  imagine anything worse than losing you, especially to someone else,” she said thickly. “I love you so much, Na. I love our life together. I love the foundation we’re laying and the future it will support. I think you’re phenomenally intelligent and beautiful, and I am so incredibly aware of how lucky I am to have you that I count my blessings every single day. Honest to God, Na, sometimes I can’t for the life of me guess what you see in me that makes you stay.” She choked on the words, the tears starting to come. “When you’re not here, the house seems so empty, I can hardly stand it.  You leave and the light and the joy goes with you. I sleep every night with my arms wrapped around your pillow, breathing the scent of you on the pillow case. Some nights, I can barely stand to even be in bed, because you’re not there with me.”

Naomi kissed her softly, wiping away tears with careful fingers. “Why didn’t you ever tell me, Kieran?” she asked, heart aching.

“Because you’d have come home, and I’d get what I want, but you wouldn’t get what you need, which right now is intensive socialization and an engaging, challenging education,” Kieran explained wearily. “I can’t be that selfish, and expect the relationship to survive. I have to do this, no matter how difficult it is, because you need to grow. And my biggest fear in all of it is that you’ll outgrow this marriage. But it’s the chance I have to take to keep the promise I made to your mothers, that I will always put your needs first,” she concluded with resolve.

Naomi kissed Kieran tenderly, holding her face in warm hands. “You did promise them that,” she recalled fondly.

“When we got engaged, I did. I meant it, and I will never break the promise. And if along the way, you do outgrow me, or us, or the marriage, then I’ll be the first to wish you the best of everything, my love. And I’ll still love you and be whatever you ask me to be. Even if it kills me, and it most likely would, if you walked away,” Kieran clung to her spouse, silent tears still streaming down her cheeks. “I never thought anything could hurt worse than what Robin did to me,” she confided. “Until I saw B’Elanna making out with Tom in Sandrine’s.  And I thought nothing could hurt worse than losing Lenara, until Kate Pulaski told me you were going to die.  I’ve never been so devastated in my life, Na. All I could think was—” she gasped against the sadness of the memory— “All I could think was—God, forgive me for being so selfish—but I kept thinking ‘What am I supposed to do with all this love I’ll never get to share with her?  And how in hell am I going to get through this, when I know I won’t get to go with her?’ I was just sick, Naomi. Sick. I can’t tell you how many times I snuck out of the house in Indiana to go cry on the porch where no one could see. You’d fall asleep and I’d lay there and hold you, too agonized to fall asleep myself. So don’t ever think I don’t care enough whether you’re with me. I want this relationship more than I have any right to.”

“Honey,” Naomi whispered, “it’s okay. I want you, just as much. I’ve never wanted anyone else. I want our future, our careers and our kids, and all the little memories that make up a lifetime of loving each other. I want to be there when you get your First Officer’s post, and when you take your first command. I want to help you run the ship and be your support. I want to have children with you, and raise them together, and fall in love with you every time we change as people. That’s what this marriage means to me. I’ve loved you for so long, you are part of me. I couldn’t ever turn away from you.” Naomi allowed her own tears to flow freely, overcome by the emotion she felt for the woman in her arms.

Kieran held her possessively, crushing the smaller woman to her. “I don’t mean to let you think I don’t care. I tease you about the romantic things you do, like stealing my shirts to sleep in, but I do stuff that’s just as sappy,” she confessed, relaxing slightly as Naomi’s words sank in.

Naomi grinned. “Like what?”

Kieran blushed. “Every day, I kiss the necklace you gave me, and I pray for your safety and happiness.”

“Really? Who do you pray to?” Naomi was fascinated at the revelation.

Kieran shrugged. “Anyone who might listen, I suppose. I do it every morning when I’m getting dressed. And when I’m really, really missing you, I go to your closet and get one of your cadet uniforms and I bury my face in the placket and imagine your scent,” she admitted.

“So you do understand why I steal your clothes,” Naomi accused lightly.

Kieran smiled faintly. “Sometimes I touch the piano keys, just because I know your fingers have been there,” she grinned at her own silliness. Seven caught me one day, and wanted to know if I was going to play something,” she chuckled. “I drink out of your cup, when you’re not here,” she added. “When I need help falling asleep, I still hold Flotter,” she admitted, thinking of the stuffed toy she had secretly rescued from Naomi’s pile of discarded toys many years before. “And when I absolutely can’t sleep, which happens at least once a week,” she confessed, suddenly embarrassed, “I walk to campus and stand outside your quadrangle window, and I try to feel you sleeping.”

Naomi looked intently at her wife. “You walk all the way over there just to stand under my window?”

Kieran nodded. “I think, sometimes, that I’ll sneak inside and surprise you, but I always lose my nerve. I never wanted you to know how needy I am, so I never told you.”

Naomi hugged her with all her strength. “I’m touched,” she murmured. “Please, the next time, just come up and tap on the door. No one will ever know if you come climb in bed with me,” she promised. “Shannon has girls in sometimes. So does Mikhai.”

“I couldn’t, Na. I’m the one who told you to sleep on campus. How fair would it be for me to come running to you when I can’t sleep?”

Naomi touched her face. “Honey, I need you to need me. I love that you really do. Please, when you want to be with me, come up.”

“Maybe,” Kieran agreed, if somewhat noncommitally. She sighed. “I love you, Naomi.  I hope I tell you enough.”

“I could hear it every minute, and it would never be enough,” the younger woman decided.  

After a long silence, Kieran asked “So I don’t need to worry about Kit?”

Naomi laughed. “Not in this lifetime, or anyone else for that matter. I am yours, absolutely, exclusively, eternally.”

“I like the sound of that,” Kieran kissed her tenderly, commiting the sensation of Naomi’s lips to memory once again.

“Only,” Naomi remembered, “Kit was in my nightmares for a long time too. Everytime you rescued me, and I asked you to rescue her, you refused, and then you were killed. So if you get the chance to rescue her from some Hirogen hunter, please do it. Otherwise you could end up dead,” she grinned.

“Okay,” Kieran assured her. “If Kit needs rescuing, I’ll be there with phasers blazing,” she agreed. 

They fell asleep, snuggled tightly together, Kieran curled intimately around Naomi’s perfect body, jealously guarding against anyone who would try to breach their unity. 

The next day, while Naomi was walking to the campus library, she noticed a jewelry store and stopped inside. She placed her order, arranged to pick up the purchase that afternoon, and thought about how threatened Kieran had been when the subject of Kit McCallister had come up. She smiled to herself, certain that there was no one that could ever be a threat to what she felt for Kieran. She toyed with her wedding ring all the way to school, thinking how strange it was not just that Kit McCallister was a real person, but that she would be crossing Naomi and Kieran’s path.

Sunday came, and Kieran, Naomi and Seven of Nine traveled to Palatine, Illinois, to meet the potential recruit face to face. Naomi sat next to Kieran on the transport, smiling confidently at her.

“I have something for you,” she said softly, kissing Kieran’s cheek. She reached into the pocket of her jacket, pulling out a small box. “I wanted you to have proof of the promise,” she explained.

Kieran opened the tiny box, and inside, found a new heart engraved with the words “Absolutely, Exclusively, Eternally”.  

“Oh, honey,” Kieran pressed her fingers to her mouth, trying to control her emotions. “Will you help me add it to my necklace?” she reached beneath her blouse and gently pulled out the delicate gold chain. “I’ve never even unclasped it, since that night on Qian,” she realized.

Naomi kissed her wife tenderly, not caring that Seven and the transport pilot could see. “Let me find the clasp,” she offered, threading the chain through the first heart. She opened the fastening, careful not to let the first heart fall off.  She added the second, reclosed the clasp, and threaded the chain back through, admiring it. “It means so much to me that you never take this off,” she murmured. “I guess that’s tediously romantic, huh?” she asked faintly.

Kieran hugged her. “I love you, honey, and there’s nothing tedious about being sentimental.  It’s one of your sweetest qualities,” she kissed her forehead.  

___________________

The three women found the building where Kit McCallister was having her Sunday afternoon Kenpo lesson, and made their way into the small dojo. They stood off to one side, watching Kit   spar with a smaller, dark-haired woman.  

“She’s good,” Seven commented, nodding approvingly at the agility of the dark blonde woman with the pale golden eyes.  

Kieran nodded. “Nice instincts,” she agreed, watching Kit duck and evade her rival.  “It’s time for our meeting though, so let’s move a little closer.  If she sees us, she’ll know it’s time to quit,” she indicated as she walked to the edge of the mat.  

Just then, Kit spun on her opponent, knocking her to the mat.  As she ended her attack sequence, she found herself facing her visitors, and completely lost her composure.

“Oh my God,” she breathed, dropping her defenses, “that’s Kieran Thompson.”

As the words left her mouth, her opponent’s round-house kick landed square on her jaw, leveling her.  Kit saw colors swimming behind her eyelids as she was flattened on the sparring mat.

“Kit!” her partner dropped to her knees. “Shit, you’ve never let me get that kick in on you,” she grasped the fallen woman’s gi. “Are you okay?”

Kit grinned up at the brown haired, brown eyed woman, shaken, but trying to console her friend. “Damn, Reese, I could swear I just saw Kieran Thompson, the basketball player, walk in,” she laughed at the absurdity of the idea. “It just took me by surprise. I guess that last exchange rang my bell, and I’m seeing things. Help me up,” she chuckled, still woozy. “Nice shot, by the way. My jaw is probably dislocated,” she advised,  unsteady on her feet.

The visitors stood off to the edge of the sparring mat, listening.  Kieran instantly felt bad that her sudden appearance had caused Kit’s lapse in concentration. 

Reese held the lapels of her gi.  “Okay now?”

Kit nodded.  “Holy shit,” she glanced over at her visitors, who were watching her, bemused.  “It wasn’t a hallucination. Excuse me,” she straightened her uniform and walked over to greet the women. “Are you here from the Academy?” she asked Kieran, extending her hand.

“I am,” Kieran confirmed, taking Kit’s hand firmly. “I’m Kieran Wildman, and this is my wife, Naomi Wildman. This is Seven of Nine, my colleague and my mother-in-law,” she introduced her companions. 

“You’ll have to forgive me, Commander, if I’m a little flustered,” Kit admitted. “When you sent me the recruitment form letter, you signed it ‘K. Wildman’. I had no idea it was you,” she said, sounding reproachful. “I guess that’s good though, or I’d have never slept last night. I’m like your biggest fan, ever,” she confessed to the taller woman.

Kieran grinned. “Sorry, but when I got married, I dropped the ‘Thompson’ from my name. It’s too bad I had to startle you like that.  How’s your jaw?”

Kit grinned ruefully. “I’ll live. But Reese would’ve never landed that kick, under ordinary circumstances,” she laughed.

Reese joined them, introducing herself. “I can’t believe you’re really here,” she murmured, gazing up at Kieran. “I was at the Academy for your exhibition game and court dedication, and I’ve never seen anything like the way you played that night. If I had something to write with, I’d ask for your autograph,” she looked up in awe, her deep brown eyes glowing.

“You were there?” Kieran was surprised. “All the way from Palatine, Illinois?”

Reese nodded. “It was a birthday present from my parents. I begged them,” she laughed.

Kieran shook her head. “Well, thanks for attending. I’m afraid I don’t recall much about that night,” she confessed. “Naomi was very, very sick and I was so torn up about it…,” she trailed off.

“I have it on holovid,” Kit offered. “I’ll make you a copy. I watched from home. If you haven’t seen it, you really should,” she grinned.

“So, are you ready for dinner?” Kieran was getting uncomfortable with all the blatant adulation.

“Let me change out of my gi,” Kit nodded in the direction of the locker room. “Reese, will you keep them entertained a minute?”

Reease nodded enthusiastically, her shoulder length hair swaying with the motion. “Come on, and I’ll show you all of Kit’s awards,” she offered, trying to help her friend make a good impression. She led them to a wall with framed photos. “This whole section is from her competitions,” she advised.

Kieran whistled. “Wow. How many titles does she have?”

Reese shook her head. “Too many to count. She’s never lost a tournament. She has black belts in Kenpo, Judo, and Savate.  These are trophies she won for our dojo,” she pointed to a long shelf with silver and gold statuettes. “And these are her black belt ceremonies,” she pointed to three gold-framed photos. “These are her weapons awards,” she pointed to a frame filled with medals and ribbons. “Nobody else in this dojo has more than four awards of any type, but Kit has dozens. Even she lost count,” Reese breathed in admiration.

“Yet you’re gutsy enough to get in the ring with her?” Kieran wanted to know more about this plucky young woman with the sprinkling of freckles over her slightly upturned nose. Kieran thought she was adorable. 

Reese shrugged. “She’s very controlled as a sparring partner. She never unleashes on me, or she’d probably kill me,” she realized. “Martial arts are about contol, and Kit could kill a grown man that outweighs her by a hundred pounds in two moves,” Reese explained. “But the beauty of her skill is that she knows how to control her power, harness it, and really utilize it without injuring her opponents. But I pity the moron who ever tries to sneak up on her in a dark alley,” she chuckled.

Kit emerged from the locker room, toting her duffel bag. She wore boot cut blue jeans and a white button-down shirt, with a leather aviator’s jacket hanging open in the front. She looked completely at ease in her body. “Do you guys want to come and meet my family, first?” she asked.

“I thought your parents were terraformers,” Kieran offered.

“They are,” Kit agreed. “But I’m living with my aunt and uncle. They run the Midwest’s biggest non-military flight school, and they’re supervising my education,” she explained as she led them out of the dojo.  “Hey, Reese—see you at school,” she called out, waving at her partner.

“Yeah. Hey, nice to meet you all,” she waved back, disappointed that the women were leaving so soon.

“Come on,” Kit motioned them over.  “We can take the transport home.  It’s only five minutes away.”

________________

Kieran met Kit’s aunt and uncle, and their children, and had to go through the ritual of signing autographs for everyone. 

“Kit, honey,” her aunt urged her, “show the Commander your room.”

 Kit glanced up at Kieran, suddenly shy. “I don’t know, Aunt Grace,” she hesitated.  

Grace took Kieran’s arm, leading her. “She’s modest,” she explained, “and embarrassed.  But we’re proud of her,” she tugged the taller woman along, flipping on the lights.  

Kit’s room was enormous, filled with trophy cases and shadow box frames with her various awards, her news clippings, and memorabilia from her sports exploits. In one corner, above her bed, there was a poster of Kieran, slam dunking the ball. Affixed to the poster were numerous photos and basketball cards, all of Kieran Thompson, and a letter written to Kit when Kit was just a little girl. Kieran studied the missive, written by her father.

“This is what I wanted you to see,” Grace nodded at the miniature shrine.  

Kieran blushed furiously, looking over the humble tribute to her own career. “I don’t know what to say,” she said as she laid a hand on Kit’s shoulder. “You really might be my biggest fan,” she sounded uncomfortable. She fingered the letter. “My Dad wrote to you?”

Kit nodded. “I wrote to your parents to tell them how much I admire you, and how sorry I was that Voyager was lost, and he actually wrote back.”

“I’ll have to ask Daddy if he still has the letter you sent,” she nodded. “I didn’t keep all of my fan mail, back then—there was too much, and my mother finally put her foot down and told me to pick the best ones and get rid of the rest. I mostly kept the ones from sick kids, who I tried to go see—you know, the ones that needed cheering up,” she said, sounding far away, remembering. “But after the ship was lost, I’ll bet anything Daddy kept whatever came to the house.”

Grace went to a closet and opened it, revealing a filing cabinet. “Kit keeps her fan mail in here, alphabetized,” she nodded primly. “She gets about two hundred letters a week,” she added. “Kids from all over the planet ask her for her autograph, for tips on how to play various sports. Kit has so many sports scholarship offers, we had to buy another filing cabinet for those.”

“Well, Mrs. McCallister,” Kieran smiled at Kit, “I know Admiral Brand wants your niece to come to the Academy. She’s already pegged Kit as a future captain. I promise you, if she decides that’s where her heart is, I’ll do everything I can to help her career, and so will the Admiral.  We are very, very impressed with her.” Kieran looked around the room, truly overwhelmed by the assortment of awards, many academic in addition to the ones for Parrises Squares, Velocity, and martial arts. “Very impressed, indeed. Kit, are you ready for dinner yet?”

Kit nodded. “I’m starving. Seven,” she turned to the attractive Borg, “what do you like to eat?  We have some great restaurants in Chicago, and it’s a quick transport there,” she offered.

Seven smiled warmly at the impressive young candidate.  “Why don’t you choose your favorite restaurant, and you can tell us what’s good,” she encouraged her. 

____________________

Kit and Naomi talked exuberantly over a seafood dinner so good that Kieran almost ran out of superlatives to describe it. She listened intently as the two women talked about school, Naomi sharing her impressions of the Academy, stories of Voyager, and teasing Kit about how tough it was to play on Kieran’s basketball team. Seven and Kieran kept silent, letting Naomi cast the spell that would make Kit McCallister realize no institution could compare to Starfleet Academy. There was no endorsement like that of an actual student, Kieran realized, especially the one student who happened to be married to Kit’s idol. 

When Kit was clearly chomping at the bit, Kieran smiled and lay her hand over the younger woman’s, saying in her most inviting tone, “Why don’t you let me show you the campus?  If you can arrange to take a couple of your visitation days off from high school, you can be my guest at the opening game of the season. I’ll show you the facilities, you can meet Admiral Brand, and if you like us as much as we like you, you can sign a letter of intent.”

Kit nodded eagerly. “There’s just one other thing. I really want to play basketball. I know I’m not good enough to make your team, but will you help me get better? If you tell me what to do, I’ll work the rest of the year and all summer, and if I can even sit the bench, I’ll be happy,” she said earnestly.

“Wednesday is our season opener, against Connecticutt,” Kieran informed her. “If you come Tuesday, I can get you into our shoot-around in the afternoon, introduce you to my players, see what you’ve got. Obviously, you’ll have to try out for the team like everyone else, but I’d be happy to work with you. The only thing is, I’m going to be playing pro ball this summer, so I won’t have a lot of time to work out with you. But I’ll do my best. How’s that sound?”

“Like the best deal anyone’s made me so far,” Kit admitted, tearing into her lobster tail.  

“Let me ask you something,” Kieran ventured, sipping her iced tea. “If basketball isn’t your best sport, why do you want to play so badly?”

Kit smiled. “Exactly because it’s not my best sport. I want to prove to myself that I can improve and that if I really put my mind to something that doesn’t come easily, I can still excel at it.”

Kieran nodded. “That’s how I felt about command school,” she acknowledged. “Counseling was easy for me. But wearing the red—that was something that came infinitely harder to me. I never considered myself much of a leader,” she confessed.

Kit almost laughed. “Not a leader? You were captain of your team when you won the championship. That team would’ve been nowhere without your leadership,” she argued.

“Thanks,” Kieran acknowledged the praise. “So will you come to visit us?”

“If my aunt and uncle will let me out of work Tuesday, yes,” she agreed.

Naomi shook her head. “You have a job, along with everything else you’re doing?”

“Yeah. Two nights a week, I teach at the flight school Aunt Grace and Uncle Kenny own. I’ve had my pilot’s license since I was eight,” she explained. “I sort of earn my keep by teaching the classes. I’m not cheap to keep in court shoes,” she chuckled. 

Naomi’s eyes brightened. “You’re a certified flight instructor?”

Kit nodded.

“Oh, have I got a deal for you,” she enthused, smiling broadly. “How would you like to help me with my piloting skills, and in exchange, I’ll work out with you to help you with basketball?”

Kieran nodded vigorously. “That’s a great idea, Na. I can give you two specific skills to work on, and you can transport up here a couple of times a week for flight lessons and basketball workouts.”

Kit perked right up. “That is a deal I can’t pass up. You’d really do that for me?”

Naomi smiled. “Absolutely,” she agreed. “Kieran taught me to play, and I know I can get you at least to my level. By that time, Kieran can start working with you. You’ll make the team easily,” she assured the younger woman.

__________________

Seven of Nine set the heaping plateful of vegetable tempura and fried brown rice down before Kieran, joining her at the table. 

“It looks great, your Borgness,” Kieran enthused. “Too bad Na had to miss this,” she added, spooning piles of food onto her plate.

Seven smirked. “More for us,” she decided. “Are you excited about your visitor coming tomorrow?” she asked, studying the Commander’s reaction.

“Yeah, I am. Kit is a great kid,” she enthused, munching on a fried carrot.  “Did you like her?”

Seven took a dainty bite of fried rice, nodding approval at the balance of soy sauce and ginger mixed with the grain. “I liked her very much. She reminds me of you,” she replied warmly.

Kieran blushed. “Seven,” she said in a warning tone, pretending to check the buttons of her navy blue flannel shirt.

“I mean it,” Seven replied. “And I bring it up not to flatter you, but to ask you, are you not worried about this situation?”

“Worried? No, I think she’s going to sign with us,” Kieran sounded confident.

“I’m not talking about Kit’s academic plans, I’m talking about the fact that she was in Naomi’s hallucination, and that she not only exists in real life, but that she is becoming fast friends with your wife,” Seven said pointedly.

Kieran sighed. “How many times do we have to have this conversation?” she asked plaintively. “What do you want me to do, Seven? Forbid Naomi to have friends?”

Seven took a bite of mushroom, considering. “I don’t know what you should do,” she admitted. “But it unnerves me, how similar this girl is to the girl in Naomi’s hallucination. Might I remind you that Naomi chose Kit over you, in that same hallucination?”

Kieran chewed her food harshly, getting angry. “You don’t need to remind me. Bottom line, Seven, is I trust my wife. I give myself to her every day, without reserve. Do I think it’s weird that Kit exists? Of course I do. And if there’s something clairvoyant or predictive going on, then I’ll have to live with it. But who’s to say they aren’t just going to be the best of friends? You and I are as close as we can be, and we don’t act on the attraction between us. Kathryn and I never acted on our attraction to each other. You and B’Elanna never did, either. Why should Kit and Naomi be any different? Don’t you have any faith in your daughter?”

“I have less faith in her experience than I do in my own, which is also limited. And I know how difficult it is to deal with my own temptations,” she said tersely.

Instantly contrite, Kieran quietly put down her fork and took Seven’s hands. “Do we need to talk about this? About us? Because I thought everything was fine between us, your Borgness. But if I’m causing trouble for you—”

“It is nothing you do, per se,” Seven sighed. “It is the very fact that you are you,” she admitted reluctantly. 

Kieran drew her from the table, standing up. “Come on. Let’s talk through this, Seven, because the last thing I want is to cause you pain,” she assured her as she wrapped her arms around the tall blonde.

Seven hugged her, letting Kieran envelop her in warmth. “I am trying to deal with the circumstances,” she said softly.

Kieran took her to the living room, pulling her down on the couch. They stretched out together, holding each other. “Seven, you know I love you,” Kieran began. “And I think, this is less about me than it is about your need to be loved by someone, not necessarily me.”

Seven snuggled into her, thinking how good it felt to be close to someone again. She brushed her implant scarred cheek over Kieran’s shirt, loving the softness of the combed cloth. “It’s very confusing,” she confided.

“Then tell me everything, let me help,” Kieran offered. “Don’t try to hide from it anymore. Let’s get it all out in the open, and see what we can do to address your concerns.”

“There are times,” Seven said very faintly, “when I wish Naomi would fall in love with someone else. Not because I wish you to be hurt, but because I wish you to be available.” Her face burned shamefully at the admission and she tried to pull away from Kieran’s arms. “I promised you I would not burden you with this again,” she protested.

“Hey,” Kieran objected, holding her fast. “I’m asking you to. I don’t want to lose your friendship, and I don’t want there to be a wedge between us. You’re incredibly important to me. Trust me, Seven, and tell me what’s troubling you. You wish Naomi would leave me, sometimes,” she prompted her.

Seven sighed, resigned to her fate. “I wish for us to all be happy. I’m conceited enough to believe I can make you happy. And I’m selfish enough to wish Naomi would be happy with someone else.”

Kieran nodded. “Is that it? That’s the worst you can do?”

“I think about—” she hesitated. “Touching you,” she managed. “About making love with you.”

“And that’s bad?” Kieran challenged, wrapping her arms more tightly around the former Borg drone, rubbing her shoulders through the fabric of the sweatshirt she had borrowed from Kieran.

“Of course it is bad, you are married to my daughter. And you are my child’s godmother. And my wife’s best friend. It is wrong for any number of reasons,” Seven stated flatly. 

“Let me ask you—do you still think about Kathryn?” Kieran wanted to know.

“Yes, of course I do. If only I could make her more like you, then I could see my way back to her, but she is who she is,” Seven observed  wistfully. 

“Like me how?” Kieran insisted.

Seven hugged Kieran tighter. “More solicitous, more communicative, more vulnerable—all the ways that you are with Naomi—nurturing and unselfish and devoted in a single-minded way.”

Kieran grinned. “Seven, you’re not in love with me,” she announced. “You’re confusing yourself by thinking so. What you want is a partner who meets your needs, like I meet Naomi’s. Not me, specifically, but someone like me. You’d take Kathryn back, if she could be with you like I am with Naomi.”

“Isn’t it the same thing? If I want Kathryn to be like you, isn’t that the same thing as being in love with you?” Seven insisted.

“No. You don’t want Kathryn to be me, you want her to be more like me,” she pointed out, in full counselor mode now. “You’re in love with an ideal, not a real person. And really, your Borgness, I couldn’t be with you the way I am with Naomi—I’m in love with her. If I tried to be with you, it would be no more sustaining to you than your current relationship with Kathryn—because I would not be all those things you want. I am those things for Naomi, because she is my wife, and because I feel them for her. I would not be those things for you, because I only feel that way about Naomi. Do you see?”

“I am deluding myself?” she asked hopefully.

“In a way, yes. You see my relationship with Naomi, and how good and positive and strong it is, and you long for that kind of connection yourself. You mistakenly think that the only way you can have that is if you can have me, but in fact, it isn’t me you want at all. It’s the substance you want, not the form,” Kieran contended. “And then to complicate matters, you beat yourself up over this imaginary unrequited love, and tell yourself you’re bad and evil for loving your daughter’s wife. What you need to realize is that any relationship can be like the one I have with Naomi—not just a relationship with me. You just have to be able to give the things you want in return. If you want a deeper connection, be willing to give it. You look at Kathryn, and tell yourself all the things she’s not. But you’re not being any of those things you want from her, either. It takes two. If you want a lover who is solicitous, vulnerable, and communicative, then you need to be those things too. If you want to be nurtured, nurture first.” Kieran held her warmly, supportively. “What about Lenara? I know from my own experience she is solicitous, and vulnerable, and communicative. You haven’t seen her since the weekend she spent here, have you?”

Seven shook her head, shifting her weight in Kieran’s arms. “We went out again, but only so she could tell me she didn’t want to date me. We talked about our situation, and as much as we like each other, and as good as it was sexually, she is afraid to be involved with me, because I still have feelings for Kathryn. She does not want to take the risk, she says.”

Kieran sighed. “Seven, when a woman tells you they are worried about some other woman in your life, they are asking for reassurance. All you have to do is tell Lenara you’re done with Kathryn, if you want to be with her. She is afraid she’ll fall for you and you won’t fall back. That’s all. You have to decide if you’re done with Kathryn or not.”

“Should I be?” Seven asked faintly.

“Honey, I can’t tell you that,” Kieran insisted, smoothing Seven’s white-blonde hair tenderly. “Only you know the answer to that. When you were with Lenara, did you think about Kathryn?”

Seven nodded. “I made comparisons in my head, if that’s what you mean.”

“Did you feel sad, and miss Kathryn?” Kieran prompted gently.

Seven nodded again. “I did, especially after Lenara and I made love. I thought about Kathryn, and how after we make love, we talk and laugh and reaffirm our love for one another.” Her tone was wistful, and Kieran picked up on it immediately.

“Then I think you’re not done with Kathryn. I think you need to tell Lenara she was right about that, so that she has closure. And then you need to figure out what to do about Kathryn,” she counseled, hugging the former Borg tighter and sinking deeper into the cushions of the couch. 

Naomi had been missing Kieran and decided to surprise her by coming home, an unusual event for a Monday night. She slipped in through the back door of the kitchen, and seeing the uneaten food, she quietly entered the living room. She overheard Seven and Kieran talking.

Seven closed her eyes, resting in the security of Kieran’s acceptance. “Naomi is equally for you the things you are for her? I don’t see the same tenderness from her that I observe in you,” Seven pointed out.

“When we are alone, she is infinitely more tender than I am. She is the exemplar of communicativeness, vulnerability, and nurturance. I am so whole and fulfilled in her love, I can’t begin to describe it. And that’s why I don’t feel threatened by Kit. I know when Naomi comes to me, and we give ourselves to one another, no one else in the world can be what she is to me, or what I am to her.” Kieran smiled. “I want you to have that too, Seven, and you can if only you will risk opening yourself. You and Kathryn stand at odds because you each want the other to risk first. It has to be mutual, or it will never sustain you. I believe you and Kathryn are right for each other, if you can only strip away the protective layers you’re both hiding behind. You have to ask yourself how badly you want that connection, and if you can’t see yourself letting down your walls and your pretense with her, then find someone you can see it with. The thing is, your Borgness, when you are faced with a love so perfect and desirable that you can’t help but drop your defenses completely, then you will have what Naomi and I have. Don’t look to me for it, honey. Look inside yourself, and then project it outward, and I promise, it will be there, looking back at you.”

Seven clung to her, not entirely believing her. “And if I do that, my feelings for you will pass?”

“I hope not,” Kieran laughed, the sound rumbling in her chest and making Seven smile. “I hope you never stop loving me. I love you so much, Seven. I can’t imagine my life without you in it. But if you do the things I’m saying, your love for me will gain clarity, and focus, and you will know it is only the love of one friend for another, and not that of one lover for another. And the pain will pass, because you will know that I truly do return everything you feel for me.”

Seven rested against her friend with a sigh, finally peaceful. “How do you always manage to alleviate my fears, and calm my concerns?”

“Simple. I listen, and I let you figure out the rest. You are inordinately intelligent, you know,” Kieran said in a fond, teasing tone.

“I should not delight in this so much,” Seven reproached herself. “Is that not inappropriate?”

“Delight in what, your Borgness?” Kieran wasn’t sure she understood.

“In this—in being close to you, and having you hold me and touch me and in smelling your body and feeling your heartbeat—in all of this,” Seven explained guiltily.

Kieran kissed her hair fondly. “Annika,” she said softly. “I delight in it every bit as much as you do. There’s nothing inappropriate in loving to be cared for. I love the way you feel, the way you smell, the nearness of you. I love that there are possibly two or three people in the whole world who are allowed to be this close to you, and I’m lucky enough to be one of them. It is perfectly acceptable to be physical in this way. Friends do that. It is only inappropriate if you are not comfortable with it, or if it is a prelude to something sexual, which it never will be. I trust you with my closeness, just as you trust me with yours. I trust you never to cross the line between the physical and the sexual, and you trust me in turn. So no, it is not inappropriate for you to delight in this,” Kieran affirmed.

“If Naomi walked in right now, you would not shy from me?” Seven was skeptical.

“Not a bit,” Kieran promised. “Naomi knows I hold you sometimes, and she knows that you have done the same for me. She worries that you are lonely, and she hopes you are not suffering with love for me.”

“She has said that?” Seven was incredulous.

“Not long ago, she asked me if I thought you were suffering because of your feelings for me. She is very protective of you, Seven. And she would not begrudge you this contact with me, simply because she is married to me. In fact, when we thought she was going to die, she encouraged me to be with you, after she passed away. She told me she didn’t think you and Kathryn could ever recover from the problems you’ve had, and wanted me to make you happy.”

Seven was stunned. “She—knew how I felt about you? And she wanted us to pursue it? How did two completely inadequate, failed people like Kathryn and I manage to raise such a wonderful person?” she wondered.

“You loved her, Seven, and your love for her was flawless and unconditional. That’s how. And I thank you, because she is the woman of my dreams, the love of my life, and the last love I will ever have.”

Naomi slipped back out of the living room, and out the back door, smiling. She decided to come in the front door, so as not to be caught eavesdropping. She walked around the side of the house, up the porch steps, and keyed the entry pad. Kieran glanced up, but held Seven in place, not allowing her to jump up.

“Hi honey,” she said to Naomi. “Did you miss me too much to stay at the quad tonight?”

Naomi smiled warmly, coming over to the couch where the two women were stretched out. She knelt on the floor, leaning over them and kissing them each in turn. “Yes,” she said simply. “Do you have any idea what a sweet picture you two make?” she asked lovingly.

Seven smiled with relief. “Your wife was just counseling me, trying to set my mind at ease.”

Naomi nodded, still gazing at them. “I know. She’s really gifted that way. You should avail yourself of her services whenever you can, Mom. I do, all the time.”

Seven eased out of Kieran’s embrace. “Are you hungry?”

Naomi hugged her. “Always.”

“I’ll reheat dinner,” Seven offered. 

“Thanks, Mom,” Naomi watched the tall Borg walk away. “Hey, you,” she insinuated herself into Kieran’s arms. “Have I told you today how much I love you?”

Kieran grinned. “Yes, when you left for school this morning,” she confirmed. “But tell me again.”

Naomi kissed her gently, memorizing the sensation. “I love you more than anything,” she advised her wife. “Thank you for loving me and for loving my family,” she kissed Kieran again. “And thank you for the flowers. I was truly surprised to find them at the quad when I got home from class today,” she said as she snuggled into her wife, kissing her sweetly.

Kieran opened her lips beneath Naomi’s, letting the slow arousal wash over her. “I’m so glad to see you,” she breathed into their kiss. “I was going to come sneak into your dorm tonight,” she admitted, grinning.

“Then I’m sorry I came home,” Naomi decided. “I’ve been hoping you’d show up all day,” she kissed Kieran repeatedly. “I um—I came in the back door first. I overheard part of your conversation.”

Kieran smiled. “Did I give her good advice? Did you hear anything you objected to?” 

“I think I fell deeper in love with you, if that’s possible,” she speculated, lying on top of Kieran.

“I’m glad,” Kieran teased her, “because I’m in as deep as I can get with you. I’d hate to be coming from different levels.”

“I’m so glad you trust my love for you enough to be that close to Seven. She needs it,” Naomi murmured.

“We all do, sometimes,” Kieran allowed. “I’m glad she trusts me enough to let me give her that closeness.”

Seven leaned around the doorway. “Everything’s ready, if you are,” she offered.

______________

Naomi Wildman entertained her spouse and her mother with stories of the exploits of her quadmates, told them all about her courses, and asked eager questions about the classes Seven was teaching. Kieran sat back, munching on her tempura, watching the mother and daughter interact. Her heart filled to the brim with love for her two roommates, listening to their fascination over all things Starfleet, and their immediate and boundless love for the Earth and its culture. She smiled so broadly for the duration of dinner, her face actually hurt. 

When they had finished dinner, they sat in the living room for what Naomi deemed to be a respectable amount of time before she made an excuse to take Kieran to bed. Seven was not fooled in the least, but she refrained from teasing the amorous newlyweds.

Naomi wanted to make certain that Kieran was assured of her love, especially in light of the fact that Kit McCallister was coming to visit. Considering Kieran’s immediate jealous and threatened reaction to being reminded that Kit was the subject of Naomi’s third hallucination, Naomi was particularly aware of how important it was to assert her love for her wife, to reaffirm it. Naomi was lying in Kieran’s arms on the long couch, snuggling into her shoulder, when she excused herself.

“I’m going upstairs. I want you to wait at least half an hour before you come up. I want to do something special tonight,” she whispered, so only Kieran could hear.

“Okay.” Kieran hugged her tightly before easing her to a sitting position. “I’ll be up soon, then,” she said, smiling up at her lover.

Naomi kissed Seven goodnight, and crept up the stairs. Inside their ensuite, she ran a bath in the jet-tub, lit candles all around the mirrored walls, and then added oil to the bath. She built a fire in the bedroom fireplace, then switched off the overhead lights. The fire provided ample illumination, and gave a more intimate air to the atmosphere in the bedroom. Naomi had selected several items from the replicator catalogue earlier in the day, and transferred the purchases to her home account, waiting for them to materialize. She examined them each in turn, nodding approval. She lay them out on the bed, returned to the replicator, and keyed in the commands to procure Kieran’s favorite wine.

Satisfied with the atmosphere, Naomi stripped herself naked, recycled her cadet’s uniform, and changed into the sapphire blue silk robe she had just replicated. Kieran loved Naomi in various shades of blue, purple and green, and Naomi tended to choose clothing in the colors Kieran appreciated most. The robe was the same color as the dress she had worn the night of the banquet on Qian, and Kieran was an attentive and romantic enough woman to instantly recognize the association of the color with the event. Kieran had told Naomi that it was at the banquet that she had realized, beyond any doubt or ability to deny it any longer, that she was hopelessly in love with Naomi, and that no matter what Naomi chose to do, that love would not be sublimated or ignored. 

Naomi smiled softly to herself, remembering Qian. Thursday night would be the one year anniversary of the first time she and Kieran had made love. It was a date that was permanently etched in Naomi’s memory, in her heart, in her soul. Kieran Thompson had swept her, literally and figuratively, off of her feet, and since then, it had been a perpetual, dizzy dance of passion and love and discovery. She wanted, in some small way, to try to commemorate the experience. A year ago today, I was locked in my room on Voyager, waiting for Kieran to file the asylum papers. I was missing her so intensely, I thought I would shrivel up and die emotionally. She was so focused, so disciplined. Thank God she saw the road ahead of us clearly. I never would have, I was so overwhelmed just knowing, finally, that she loved me. I would never have even worried about K-Mom’s reaction to us. I would have blindly embraced the relationship, and Kieran would have ended up in the brig. But she knew Kathryn better than I did, and she got us through it. I owe her everything for that. 

Kieran tapped at the double doors, waiting for Naomi to grant her entrance. Naomi opened the doors, smiling invitingly at her wife as they entered their darkened bedroom. The doors were barely sealed behind them before she grabbed Kieran, kissing her passionately.

Kieran started to reach for the light switch, but Naomi clasped her hand. “Don’t,” she murmured, sliding her hands up Kieran’s chest. “I want to make love by the firelight,” she said softly.

Kieran leaned her forehead against Naomi’s, smoothing her hands over the silk shoulders of Naomi’s robe. “This is new, sweetie,” she kissed her gently, “and just the color of your dress at the banquet.” She deepened their kiss. “You look enticing,” she breathed, resting her hands on Naomi’s tiny waist, nuzzling her throat.

Naomi eased Kieran away, not relinquishing her hold on the taller woman completely, but gazing up at her sincerely. “I wanted to remember Qian. It was a year ago this week—” she said haltingly.

“That we made love for the first time. Thursday,” Kieran stated, smiling warmly. “Did you think I forgot?” her brown eyes twinkled playfully.

“No,” Naomi said honestly. “I know you’re tediously romantic,” she grinned, teasing.

“What’s all that?” Kieran nodded toward the bed, where several articles of clothing were laid out.

“Gifts for you. I told you a long time ago, I love to dress you almost as much as I love to undress you. Tonight I’m going to do both,” she slid her hands over Kieran’s chest, tugging at the buttons of her shirt. 

Naomi backed Kieran toward the ensuite. “After I undress you,” she murmured, still unclasping buttons from the fabric of Kieran’s shirt, “I want you to sit in the tub, and think about all the ways I’m going to make love to you,” she said in a husky voice. She knew Kieran loved it when she talked about what she intended to do.

The Commander obediently moved into the ensuite, watching her lover’s nimble fingers divesting the clothing from her body. “Na?”

The Ktarian looked up expectantly. “What, honey?”

“Thanks for coming home tonight. As much as I profess to be okay about this thing with Kit, I’m a little off balance over it,” she admitted, feeling guilty for her doubts.

Naomi eased the blue flannel shirt off Kieran’s shoulders, breathing softly over her chest as the flesh was revealed.  “I know, love. That’s why I’m here. That, and I’m crazy about you, and I wanted to touch you so badly, I couldn’t stand to be away from you,” she said warmly, unfastening Kieran’s blue jeans.

When she had stripped the larger woman naked, she steadied Kieran’s arm, helping her into the bathtub. The water was good and hot, just like Kieran liked it, and the jets were relaxing and soothing. Kieran groaned appreciatively as the pulsing heat eased her tension. The tile steps that led down into the sunken unit were the perfect place for Naomi to sit, where she could massage Kieran’s shoulders.

“You’re going to spoil me,” Kieran said softly, surrendering to strong hands and educated fingers.

Naomi kissed the back of Kieran’s neck, lightly brushing her lips over the sensitive skin. “I love you. I want to show you, instead of just telling you. Will you let me, my beloved?”

Kieran sighed with contentment. “I will. But why don’t you come in here with me?” she smiled invitingly, reaching for the soft belt of Naomi’s robe.

“No,” Naomi disagreed, pushing Kieran’s hands away gently. “This night is just for you, my love.”

Kieran’s eyes closed involuntarily. Anytime Naomi decided to lavish attention on her wife, it was an experience Kieran never forgot.

“What made you suddenly so aroused?” Naomi asked quietly, working Kieran’s neck with her hands.

Kieran shivered. “When you make up your mind to focus on me—on my pleasure—you are so skilled and so enthralling,” she explained. 

“Ah, and you were anticipating that,” Naomi said, nodding in pleased understanding. She reached for the soap, working up a good lather in her palms. “I want to worship your body,” she grinned, remembering Kieran’s description of the rituals of washing people as an act of supplication. 

Kieran held out her arms, letting her wife cleanse them, then her chest and her back and her throat. Soapy fingers slid over flawless skin, working the muscles beneath, washing away the tension and strain of a hard Monday. “That feels wonderful,” Kieran sighed, leaning her head back against the marble rim.

Naomi rinsed her thoroughly, then took a small cup and filled it with water, pouring the liquid in controlled rivulets through Kieran’s hair. “You did this to me on Qian, and it was amazing,” she worked shampoo into the short spikes of Kieran’s tresses, scrubbing her scalp. 

Kieran closed her eyes, completely enraptured by the affectionate attentions of her spouse. “You have the most incredible hair, Na,” she said softly. “So thick and rich and beautiful.”

“As long as you like it,” Naomi rinsed the shampoo away carefully, “that’s what matters most. I liked yours long, too, but I think short suits you better. It accentuates your cheekbones, and makes your eyes more prominent. And since it was short and blonde when we first got together, I’ll probably always prefer it that way.”

Kieran grinned, stretching over the side of the tub to kiss her wife. “Then that’s how I’ll keep it. I had been thinking about letting it grow out again,” she admitted.

“Actually,” Naomi finished rinsing Kieran’s hair and reached for a towel, “I think the drastic change in your appearance helped me a lot in thinking of you as someone I could be with, as opposed to someone who was married to B'Elanna. Until you cut off your hair, I felt pretty peculiar about being attracted to you.”

Kieran let the Ktarian assist her in standing, the water draining off her long body in sheets. Naomi wrapped her in the bath towel, steadying her as she stepped out of the tub. “I’m glad I did it, then,” Kieran affirmed.

Naomi looked her lover up and down, smiling seductively. “Do you have any idea how much I love your body?”

Kieran shook her head slowly. “I can tell you do, though. I don’t think anyone ever looked at me the way you do.”

“How do I look at you?” Naomi tugged Kieran’s towel away, breathing in at the full impact of her wife’s naked form.

“Like that,” Kieran studied Naomi’s expression. “Like—you’re starving, and I’m the only one who can feed you.”

“So I look hungry,” Naomi slid her hands up Kieran’s pectoral muscles and to her shoulders, drawing her into a kiss.

“Ravenous, is more like it,” Kieran sighed as Naomi bit her earlobe. “I imagine it’s the same way I look at you,” she admitted, “only my face must show my constant surprise that you let me be with you.”

Naomi finished drying her lover, taking her hand and leading her out of the candlelight. “I’m the one who is surprised,” she whispered. “When I think back to what was happening a year ago, honey—I’m just thrown by how quickly you assessed our situation, put everything in order, and made a life for us. I was thinking earlier tonight, how lost I would have been if you hadn’t done that,” she murmured. She stopped beside the bed. “Try these on,” she retrieved a pair of white silk pajamas and a matching robe from the bed, holding them out to Kieran. She winked. “I told you I was going to dress you, tonight.”

Kieran slipped her arms into the long sleeved shirt, and stepped into the long pants. She buttoned the pajama top, smiling with the realization. “White? Like my dress whites at the banquet? And you’re in the same colors as that night too? God, these feel extravagant,” she breathed. “Thank you.” 

“Oh, don’t thank me,” Naomi waggled her eyebrows. “Those are as much for my benefit as for yours. I love it when you wear your silk boxers, and how they feel against my body when you move between my legs,” she said in Kieran’s ear, feeling her immediate reaction to the provocative description. “Now I can be naked in your arms, and feel silk all over me,” she kissed the curve of Kieran’s ear, licking gently at the flesh and feeling Kieran’s chest expand.

Naomi pushed Kieran down on the bed without force, more a suggestion with which Kieran complied willingly. When her lover was resting comfortably on her back, Naomi pulled at the belt of her own robe, letting the fabric slide from her perfect shoulders into a puddle at her feet. Kieran’s eyes never left her wife’s body. “God, Na,” she swallowed hard. “You’re so lovely. Come here,” she held out her arms, welcoming the smaller woman into the circle of warmth and silk and love.

Naomi gasped as the fabric skated over her nipples and Kieran’s hands cupped her buttocks, urging her to slide over the slinky pajamas. Naomi forgot her purpose momentarily, letting her legs fall to either side of Kieran’s thigh, the silk caressing her labia as she moved into Kieran’s embrace. Kieran instinctively lifted her leg slightly, increasing the pressure between Naomi’s thighs, delighting in the sound of Naomi’s desire. 

“If you keep that up,” Naomi gasped faintly, “this night will not be just about you,” she scolded.

“It could be about us,” Kieran supplied, caressing Naomi’s behind and kissing her throat suggestively. “Or you,” she added, moving her hands over Naomi’s back. Kieran took the smaller woman into firm, welcoming arms, kissing her soundly. “I love you so,” she breathed into her fragrant hair, drawing the sensation into herself.

Naomi slid warm hands beneath Kieran’s shirt, finding her breasts. “I love you, too,” she replied, letting her fingertips graze Kieran’s nipples. “I really meant to make love to you, and just you,” she closed her eyes as Kieran’s flesh hardened in her palms. “But this feels so good, I’m losing my resolve,” she admitted, gasping suddenly as silk ghosted over her clitoris. 

Kieran obligingly brushed the sleeves of her top over Naomi’s back and buttocks, so that she was caressed front and back by the slick fabric. The strawberry blonde was adrift in her own desire, every nerve ending stimulated by the feeling of Kieran’s clothing moving against her softer skin. “Don’t fight yourself,” Kieran advised, tangling aching fingers in Naomi’s hair and kissing her deeply, tongue searching the velvet interiors of her mouth. Her kiss was urgent, her breath sweet and delicate, and Kieran easily forgot her own arousal, rolling them both over.

Kieran peered down at her wife, considering the look of need in her eyes. “Tell me what you want,” she said hoarsely, ravishing Naomi’s throat, her kisses heated and wet.

Naomi shuddered beneath her, arching to bare her neck, offering herself. “Touch me, Kieran,” she took her wife’s hand and pressed it between her thighs. “God, I need to feel you,” she groaned.

Kieran gazed intently into Naomi’s eyes, parting her legs with gentle fingers, finding the ribbon of fluid between her lips. She loved her tenderly, slowly, watching Naomi’s face as the passion asserted itself, watching the way her forehead wrinkled, the way she bit her lip, the way she gasped at the stroking and penetration and teasing. Kieran could tell Naomi was close, simply by the facial expression she wore.

Naomi suddenly pushed Kieran’s hand away, moving them both onto their sides. “I want to touch you,” she insisted as she pulled impatiently at Kieran’s buttons. Kieran readily assisted the frantic fingers, pushing her robe onto the floor, slipping off her new pajamas. They stretched along one another’s now naked bodies, resuming their fondling. Naomi’s hands and mouth were eager on Kieran’s nipples, attention that never failed to make the older woman respond fiercely.

Naomi sucked and licked the taut nipples until Kieran was moaning uncontrollably, her body poised on the edge of release. Naomi smiled wickedly, turning her body so that her head was pointed toward Kieran’s toes. She slowly made her way down the length of her lover’s body, kissing her belly, then the triangle of curly brown hair, and finally burying her face in Kieran’s sex. 

Kieran gathered Naomi’s buttocks in her hands, resting her head on one slender thigh, taking a mouthful of strawberrry blond curls and flesh, finding her lover’s center. Something about the combined sensation of Naomi moving against her lips and feeling her own clitoris in Naomi’s mouth made her crazed with desire, and Kieran came repeatedly as she loved her wife. Naomi came with her, and though it was only once, it was powerful. 

When Kieran could take no more, they moved to lie together, panting in the firelight, clinging to each other. Naomi rested her head on Kieran’s chest, listening to the mechanical click of her heart and the steadily decreasing rhythm of her breathing. “Thanks for indulging my selfishness,” Naomi finally said, when her vision had focused again.

“I was the selfish one,” Kieran insisted. “You know that touching you gets me more excited than anything else. It’s such a gift that you let me,” she breathed, squeezing her lover tighter.

Naomi chuckled at herself. “I never thought those pajamas would get to me like that,” she nuzzled Kieran’s cheek, kissing her softly. “I love the way they feel.”

“I guess I won’t be able to wear them, then, unless I want you all over me,” Kieran replied, stroking Naomi’s hair tenderly. “Which means I’ll never sleep in anything else,” she grinned. 

“Promises, promises,” Naomi chuckled.  She trailed her fingers over Kieran’s chest, remembering again that there had once been scars there, where B'Elanna had marked her. “I really just intended to come home and show you how much I love you, reassure you that nothing can change that,” Naomi said quietly.  

Kieran kissed her hair, feeling the persistent welling of love in her chest. “Na,” she whispered, overcome with tenderness. “I don’t deserve you,” she breathed, “but I’m so glad you married me.” 

“So am I,” Naomi replied, kissing her wife intently. Breaking off their kiss, she remembered all her plans for the evening.  “Hey, I replicated your favorite wine. Would you like some?”

Kieran smiled. “That’d be great. Then I’ll sleep like the dead.”

Naomi reached for the bottle on the nightstand, poured two glasses, and handed one to Kieran, then reached back for her own.

They sat back against the headboard of the bed, gazing at one another, faces soft with love and adoration. Kieran lifted her glass. “One year ago, our lives were just beginning,” she said faintly. “We’ve been through so much in the last year, I wonder sometimes how we ever survived it,” she added thoughtfully.

“We survived it by loving each other first and foremost. Everything else has always been secondary,” Naomi answered the rhetorical question, clicking her glass against Kieran’s. “To our first year. And all the years to come,” she smiled warmly.

“All the years to come,” Kieran echoed, kissing Naomi before sipping her wine.

_______________

The Hirogen hunter sprinted along the forest trail, searching for signs of passage through the area. “She’s nearby,” he growled, spying a broken limb on a low-hanging bush. He fingered the trigger of his compression rifle, teeth glittering behind his protective helmet. He fantasized about soft, pink flesh, rending beneath his skith, warm blood running richly over his hands, and the agonized screams of his victim. “You can’t hide forever, human,” he muttered.

Kit McCallister frantically ran the trail, trying to avoid leaving evidence behind her, but in her panic, the foliage was broken and spoiled, and the hunter, she knew, with keen eyes and clever cunning, would be upon her in moments. The Hirogen’s eyes narrowed as he spotted movement through the growth, his pace quickening, legs churning in anticipation. It was now a foot race, and in spite of her excellent conditioning, Kit was tiring. She thundered along the wooded path, sweat pouring into her eyes, clothes soaked and filthy. She spotted a river, and hoped she could lose him by doubling back across the water several times. 

She dove into the rushing current, instantly chilled to the bone. She knew that nightfall would come soon, and she would likely succumb to hypothermia, but there was no alternative—the Hirogen was coming. Kit felt a bolt of heat pass over her chest, and realized the damned lizard was shooting at her. Her only chance was to stay in the river, let the current carry her to safety. But the Hirogen dove in, as well, and started swimming with the current, closing the distance between them with every stroke.

Kit struggled to a sandbar, heaving herself up and out of the river,and scrambled back into the woods, all the while praying for a decent headstart. A sudden impact and searing pain in her back drove her to the ground, and her face slammed into the soil, filling her nostrils and mouth with loam. She tried to get up, but her legs would not obey.

“At last, I meet my worthy adversary,” the Hirogen snarled as he turned her face up with his boot, stepping on her sternum. “How shall you die today, prey?”

Kit glared defiantly at him, spitting dirt into his sneering face. “Fuck you,” she hissed. “You want me to beg for my life so you can kill me anyway. You won’t get the satisfaction. No true hunter uses weapons against an unarmed woman.”

The Hirogen hunter considered momentarily. “You would battle me hand to hand?”

“I would kick your scaly ass,” she bragged, golden eyes fierce and determined. 

The Hirogen smiled dangerously, eyes barely slits in his serpentine face. He tossed aside his weapon. “If you run, I will kill you. But if you best me, you will live,” he declared.

Kit scrabbled from the rocky ground, shaking the dirt from her mouth and nose. “Let’s see what you’ve got,” she taunted him. She landed an immediate kick to his face and a roundhouse to his chest.

His face registerd surprise, then pleasure. “You will be worthy of my skith,” he proclaimed. “Your skull will adorn my ship. Your bones will decorate my home.” He took two swings with powerful arms, but Kit sent him sprawling with two efficient blocks and a jab to his jaw.

The battle raged on until both opponents were bloodied and battered, staggering with exhaustion. The Hirogen took a sharp blow to the head, and he went down. He panted into the dust, blood running into his eyes, lying there, rage building in his chest. He leapt up, snatched the compression rifle, and shot Kit McCallister point-blank in the chest.

“Die prey!” he screamed in fury, watching Kit crumple to the ground, golden eyes lifeless. 

Kieran Wildman stood off to the edge of the river, watching as Kit McCallister died, not even attempting to rescue her. 

“NO! KIT!” Naomi cried out, sitting up in bed, eyes wild and frightened, body tense and bathed in perspiration.

Kieran grabbed her wife, wrapping her in strong arms. “Na, it was only a nightmare,” she reassured her. “I’ve got you, baby. Relax,” she soothed her.

Naomi burst into tears. “They killed Kit,” she sobbed, burying her face in Kieran’s shoulder, body shuddering with the shock of the vividness of the nightmare. 

Kieran rocked her, letting her vent her fear and sadness. “The Hirogen, again?” she asked softly.

Naomi nodded. 

“And you asked me to rescue her, but I refused?” Kieran asked.

“No, not this time. I wasn’t in the dream at all,” she explained, trying to get a grip on her tattered emotions. “Kit was alone, and she was the hunted. And the Hirogen killed her. And you just stood by and watched it happen.”

“Kit will be here in the morning, sweetie. You’ll see. She’s fine,” Kieran said, swallowing her own misgivings.

“No, this is something more, I’m sure of it. I feel it, Kieran. This is prophetic, somehow,” Naomi contended, clinging to her spouse.

“Honey, the Hirogen aren’t even in the Alpha Quadrant,” Kieran argued.

“They could be a metaphor for something else,” Naomi argued. “Not literally the threat itself. But there’s something real about this. I feel it. I feel it in my bones, Kieran. There’s going to come a time when Kit is in danger, and it’s going to fall to you to rescue her. I think that’s why she was in my hallucination, too, because she really was going to come into our lives. And these dreams are predictive, somehow, though I can’t be certain how.” 

Kieran sighed. “Okay. So what am I supposed to do about it?” she asked, trying to rein in her skepticism, but only marginally succeeding.

Naomi pushed free of Kieran’s arms. “First, you can suspend your disbelief,” she snapped, peeved at Kieran’s tone. “I am not crazy, and I am telling you, this is important, damn it,” she insisted angrily. “How can you doubt for a second, when my Hirogen nightmare from Qian came true?” she demanded.

Kieran nodded in agreement, though reluctantly. “Okay. I’m sorry, honey, it’s just hard to get my mind around. But what do you want me to do with the information?”

“You’re supposed to rescue Kit,” Naomi stated simply. “Whatever that means. In my nightmares, before Qian, whenever I asked you to rescue her, you refused and you died immediately. So I’m interpreting it to mean you have to act, and not hesitate, whatever the situation ends up being.” Naomi studied her wife in the waning light from the embers in the  fireplace. “Why is this so difficult for you to believe?”

Kieran shrugged. “She has enough black belts to wear three gis, Naomi. She should rescue me.”

“There are all kinds of power, Kieran. The ability to win a physical confrontation is only one type. I’m asking you, as a favor, be vigilant. And if she’s in trouble, help her.”

“Okay, I will,” Kieran promised, kissing her wife softly. “I apologize for being so closed-minded.”

_______________

Kit McCallister materialized in the lobby of the student union, glancing around the transporter area for a glimpse of Kieran Wildman. She shouldered her duffel bag and stepped off the dais, shabby leather jacket hanging open in the front, rugged and untamed looking.

Kieran smiled and waved at the young woman, closing the distance beween them in three strides. “I’m so glad you could make it,” she extended her hand.

Kit took it, shaking it. “Thanks, Commander.” She smiled up at the taller woman, admiring her crisp navy blue uniform and three gleaming golden pips. Kieran’s turtleneck undershirt was a faint red, indicative of command. Kit pictured herself in the same uniform, sporting captain’s pips. “I’m really glad to be here. What’s first on the agenda?”

Kieran grinned. “Have you had breakfast?”

Kit shook her head. “I never eat when I’m nervous,” she admitted.

“You sound like me, young lady. What are you nervous about?” Kieran asked, amused.

Kit looked at her as if that were the stupidest question in the entire universe. “I’m hanging out with you all day—isn’t that enough?”

Kieran threw back her head and laughed. “Kit, I don’t bite. Why in the world would you be nervous?”

Kit rolled her eyes. “You’re famous, for starters, and I grew up practically worshipping you. And my fate is in your hands, to boot,” she admitted.

Kieran guided her out of the lobby area and to the cafeteria. “Your fate is sealed, with me, so don’t fret over that. If you want to attend the Academy, we’ll roll out the red carpet as soon as you say so. You can write your own ticket,” she assured the girl. “So don’t think you have to impress me—like I said Sunday, I’m already convinced.” She looked around the huge facility with walls lined with replicator stations. “Okay—let’s eat. What would you like?”

Kit folded her hands, taking a cleansing breath. “French toast and a scrambled egg,” she decided.

“Sounds like a plan,” Kieran punched the replicator keys. “You want milk? Coffee? A soda?”

Kit blushed. “Chocolate milk,” she replied, embarrassed.

“You sound like my wife,” Kieran smiled. “She can’t get enough chocolate milk. I, on the other hand, need coffee, or I’ll be dragging in an hour.” She keyed the appropriate codes and retrieved the tray. “Let’s have a seat. Tell me what you did yesterday,” she requested, wanting to get the prospective cadet talking. Kieran settled her uniform tunic, a resolute gesture that Kit committed to memory instantly.

Kit related the details of her Monday, not sure why the Commander would ask, but the longer she talked, the more at ease she felt.  Finally, she was relaxed, smiling and engaging, comfortable enough to shed the leather jacket.

Kieran smiled at the way Kit held her body, coiled like a spring, ready to strike like a snake. It was the mark of a true martial artist, and Kieran remembered the posture from her ex-lover, Claren James. “Can I ask you something, Kit?” she was puzzled over it.

“Sure. What?”

“You’re only seventeen years old. When I was playing ball, you’d have only been three or four years old. How do you even know who I am?” Kieran smiled affably, studying her companion.

Kit grinned. “I played basketball in elementary school, and I had a coach who was a fan of yours. She showed us holovid footage of your games, talked about a basketball camp she had attended that you taught. I got interested in your career then, and not too long after that, ESPN was doing one of those countdown things they do—it was the hundred best college athletes of all time, I think. You were like the forty-second best athlete, and they did this hour-long show about you. That’s how I got the poster of you. They sold them on their website. And then I started collecting your basketball cards. I also subscribed to a service that sent me all the articles written about your career, with photos and the like. One time my high school coach and I watched all the old clips of your career we could find, and he picked some of the best footage to show our team. I bet there are coaches all over the world who use you to teach their teams how to play,” she said with reverence for the older woman. “I was so jealous when Reese got to go to your game last summer, but even though her folks offered to take me, Uncle Kenny wouldn’t let me go with them.”

Kieran smiled fondly at the girl. “You didn’t miss much, kiddo. If you saw it on the satellite feed, you probably had a much better view than Reese did. So,” she said, deliberately changing the subject, “what would you like to do today, besides meeting with the Admiral, and working out with my team?”

“I’d like to see your statue,” Kit requested without hesitation. “And I’d like to see the campus. If it isn’t too much trouble, I’d also like to sit in on a class for a few minutes, and see if I can follow the lecture. Can we do that?”

“Absolutely. As for tonight, you have your choice of sleeping arrangements. I can put you up in a hotel room, you can spend the night with Naomi in her dormitory to get the feel of cadet life, or you can stay at my house,” Kieran offered.

“I think the dorm would be good,” Kit enthused. “I’d like to talk to some of the cadets, get their impressions. Naomi won’t mind?”

“It was her idea,” Kieran reassured her young companion. 

“You don’t live together?” Kit was curious.

“We do—but she sleeps at the quad most week nights, because it’s an important part of the Academy life. I want her to get the full experience,” Kieran explained. “She also frequently studies until long after my bedtime, and she needs access to the library, and access to her classmates for group projects. The Academy is all about team building. As it is, Naomi is getting a crash course, because she tested out of two years of academics.”

“Wow, she must be brilliant,” Kit breathed, cutting into her toast. “So she’s going to graduate in two years,” she commented, wiping her hands on her jeans.

“Yes, and then hopefully, we’ll find an assignment together. Captain Picard offered me the first officer’s job on Enterprise, but I doubt he can keep the post open that long.”

Kit’s face fell. “Wait—if you’re leaving next year, then I’ll only get to play for you one year?”

Kieran softened her demeanor. “That’s right, Kit. Is that a problem?”

“Well, yeah,” the prospective cadet admitted. “Most coaches make a four year commitment to their recruits,” she pointed out. “I was hoping you’d mentor me a lot longer than just my first year.”

Kieran sipped her coffee thoughtfully. “You’ll have other people to guide you, you know. Your other coaches, your professors—and I promise I’ll keep in touch with you, if it’s at all possible.”  Kieran felt bad for how disappointed the young woman obviously was. “You know,” she said optimistically, “not to toot my own horn, but I’m pretty well connected in Starfleet. I can introduce you to people who will foster your career from the second you step on campus to the day you take your first command. One thing about this organization—we know talent and promise when we see it, and we never let a good prospect languish. If you commit to Starfleet, Starfleet will match your level of commitment,” she promised. “How’s the French toast?”

Kit smiled through a mouthful. “Doesn’t taste like replicated food to me,” she managed, clearly enjoying it. “Our replicator at home can’t make anything this good.” She washed the bite down with chocolate milk, thoughtfully silent.

“Do you know what class you’d like to sit in on?” Kieran asked as she finished her egg and started on her French toast.

Kit reached for her duffel bag, rummaging in it. She produced a PADD that contained the current course schedule. “It meets at 0900. Advanced Quantum Mechanics,” she read the course title. “Engineering is my weakness. I’m a lot stronger in math and life science.”

Kieran smirked. “I’ve seen your transcripts, Kit,” she chuckled. “You don’t have any weaknesses.”

“Well, let’s say I’m less comfortable with physical science. I have to work at it, instead of skating,” she admitted, finishing her breakfast. She smoothed back her dark blonde curls, clearing the locks from the collar of her oxford shirt, and looked around at the cadets in the facility. “This place is enormous,” she breathed in awe.

Kieran smiled. “I’ve loved being back here again,” she confessed. “I had the best time in school, and being part of the school as a faculty member has really completed my experience of it,” she said, straightening her uniform tunic. “It’s a proud tradition.”

“I don’t think my family is all that keen on me going here,” Kit said warily. “The war soured them on military service. But then, my parents want me to go terraforming with them, and Aunt Grace wants me to run the flight school. Everybody has their own agenda for me,” she sounded torn.

“I know how that is,” Kieran sympathized. “My parents still wish I’d taken over their work instead of going my own way.”

“Your folks—I read an article about them in a diving magazine. Don’t they run a manatee rescue program in the Everglades?” Kit asked, immediately interested. 

Kieran nodded. “It’s an amazing place. I’m very proud of them. Naomi and Seven and I were there last summer, and we swam with the manatees. It was an experience beyond description. I love marine life, and when I’m home, I get to interface with it on a very personal level.”

“Would you take me there sometime, if I come to school here?” Kit asked meekly.

Kieran laughed. “I think that could be arranged. But I warn you, if you show the slightest interest, my parents will be trying to recruit you for volunteer work. They’re always looking for someone to relocate mangrove seedlings, and it’s very hard work.”

“I don’t mind hard work,” Kit nodded eagerly.

“The thing is, about careers?” she resumed the purpose of the conversation. “You have to decide what you want. Not what your folks want, not what your Aunt Grace wants. What makes you happy? What challenges you? And where do you want to be in five years? Those are the questions to ask yourself,” Kieran recommended.

“And you’ve never regretted your decision to go here, even when you were lost in the Delta Quadrant?” Kit asked, finishing her milk.

Kieran smiled. “I had some tough times, I admit. I sort of fell through the cracks on Voyager for a long time. Nobody knew who I was, nobody remembered that I was supposed to have this promising future. I struggled then. But it worked out great for me. Now I have a solid career, a daughter, and a wife I would never have known if not for Voyager. I’m a very lucky, very happy woman. I wouldn’t change a thing.”

_______________

Kit realized after a few minutes in class that she was up to the courses at the Academy, and that was a relief. She and Kieran slipped out of the lecture unobtrusively, and walked around campus to let the prospective cadet see the buildings and the grounds. Kieran knew the campus would speak for itself with its sweeping architecture and manicured lawns and flowerbeds. She took Kit to see her statue, although it made her feel silly, and then they circled back to Kieran’s office.

“I have some things for you,” Kieran explained as they headed for the Administration building.

“Kieran!” Naomi called after the two women, jogging to catch up. “Hi Kit,” she grinned at the younger woman. “Sweetie,” she stood on her toes to receive Kieran’s kiss.

“Hey you,” Kieran smiled, hugging her wife. “You look radiant today.”

Naomi nodded. “I aced my exam in Advanced Xenobiology,” she explained.

“I knew you would,” Kieran grinned proudly. “Are you ready for the linguistics exam?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Naomi nodded. “I have to run, but I wanted to say hi. How’s your day going, Kit?”

“So far, so good,” the future cadet affirmed. “Are you coming to Palatine with the Speaker’s Bureau on Thursday?”

Naomi nodded. “Wouldn’t miss it. I have to go. See you at practice,” she waved and sprinted for her next class.

Kit stood there, dry mouthed, watching the gorgeous Ktarian running in the opposite direction. 

Kieran smirked, seeing the look of pure adoration on Kit’s face. She lay a hand on the younger woman’s shoulder. “She’s something, isn’t she?” Kieran asked faintly.

“She is,” Kit agreed, swallowing hard. She mentally shook herself. “It was really good of her to offer to help me with my basketball skills,” she said, reminding herself to act like a future Starfleet officer, and not a hormonal adolescent.

“It was good of you to offer to help her with her piloting skills. Frankly, I’m flabbergasted that she’s struggling, but she is,” Kieran admitted. “I’ve never seen her have to really work at anything, other than basketball,” she grinned. “Well, that and putting up with me,” she added.

Kit smiled at the joke. “She doesn’t seem to mind,” she pointed out, grinning up at the tall commander.

“She’ll be a good tutor for you, because she knows intimately what I expect of my players, and what I think is important,” Kieran explained as they resumed their walk. They took the stairs to Kieran’s office, six flights, and Kieran noted that Kit never even changed her breathing cadence. “Come on in,” she keyed the entry. “Computer, full lights,” she ordered. “Have a seat,” she pointed to the chair in front of her desk. “I thought you might like some information,” she explained as she opened her desk drawer, pulling out a stack of data PADDs. “College catalogue, fall schedule, basketball, Parrises Squares, and Velocity schedules, academic planner, entrance exam study guide, advanced placement guide, command school catalogue, and a history of the Academy,” she listed as she sorted the materials into a neat stack. “Light reading for when you get back home,” she chuckled. “And these are for you,” Kieran indicated as she handed the younger woman a stack of clothing.

Kit’s eyes lit up. “What’s this?” She unfolded the sweatshirt, which said “Starfleet Academy Women’s Basketball” and a pair of matching sweatpants. 

“Something for you to wear to practice today,” Kieran said, smiling warmly. “And here’s your jersey,” she added, handing the girl another article of swag.

“Oh, man,” Kit breathed, unfurling the jersey, complete with her name and her number. “It looks good,” she admitted, admiring the way her name splayed across the back of the jersey. “That was awfully nice of you,” she said, her tone indicating she was solidly impressed by the gesture. 

Kieran smiled. “It was worth it to see that smile,” she decided, thinking what a lovely young woman Kit was when she let herself look happy. “I have something for your buddy, Reese, too,” she handed her a manila envelope. “Autographed picture, per her request,” Kieran explained with a blush.

Kit shook her head. “She’ll have to pry it out of my cold, dead hands,” she laughed.

Kieran winked at her young charge. “It’s made out to her, so you can’t keep it,” she chuckled. “I’ve got something better for your collection, anyway,” she grinned. “But only because you’re my self-proclaimed biggest fan,” she added.

“What?” Kit sat forward on her chair in anticipation.

“There are only four of these in existence,” Kieran remarked, sounding mysterious. “I have one, the school has one, the Hall of Fame has one, and now you have the other.” She reached down into a drawer, pulling out her own game-worn jersey. “I changed jerseys four times in the championship game, so I would have enough to give to the appropriate parties. This is the one I wore in the third quarter, when I set the records you probably memorized as a kid,” she said as she handed the jersey to Kit.

“Oh my God, KT,” she slipped from her formality of calling Kieran ‘Commander’, “I can’t accept this—it’s worth a fortune,” she stammered. She was floored at the implications of the gift. “Didn’t the Smithsonian try to get this from you?”

Kieran grinned. “Them, the National Sports Archives, The Starfleet Museum—I lost count. But you know something? Basketball is about the fans, and I want you to have it. Just promise me, you won’t try to sell it at auction, or anything,” she laughed. “When I die, my own copy will go to the Smithsonian. It’s in my will, so they’ll get theirs.”

Kit was overwhelmed at the gesture. “You want me to have this? What if I still don’t sign with the Academy?”

“It’s not a contingency,” Kieran laughed. “I’ve been hanging onto that for years, thinking someday the right owner would come along, and you’re it. I was really touched by the shrine in your bedroom, and I think you should have something special for it.” Kieran watched Kit’s face, which was working as if she might cry. To her credit, Kit got her emotions under control.

“I don’t know what to say,” she finally managed. “Would you autograph it for me?” she blushed at making the request, but didn’t avert her eyes.

Kieran nodded. “Absolutely,” she pulled out a liquid gold permanent marker, one she’d used on other memorabilia for her fans. She scrawled a message across the front, then signed her name.

Kit held it up, reading: “To my number one fan, Kit McCallister. Best of everything, Kieran Thompson.” Kit just sat there, staring at the jersey. “I think my circuits are all blown, Commander,” she admitted. “I can’t imagine anything I’d cherish more than this.”

“Tell you what,” Kieran grinned. “When you win titles for the school, you can autograph something for my collection. Deal?”

Kit nodded, still speechless.

“If we leave now, we can just make it in time for lunch with the Admiral,” Kieran advised, standing to go. “Now don’t let her intimidate you just because she has impressive rank insignia,” she counseled. “She’s very down-t-earth, a genuinely nice woman, and she’s very postive about your candidacy. Just be yourself, Kit. It will be okay,” she promised, putting an arm around the younger woman’s shoulders, giving her a slight hug.

Kit just gazed up at her, face still showing her awe. She wrapped both arms around Kieran, and said hoarsely, “Thank you, Commander, for everything.”

Kieran hugged her back, surprised at the young woman’s sudden vulnerability. “You’re welcome, kiddo,” she said fondly. She stood there awhile, just letting the smaller framed woman hang on to her. She knew sometimes, it was very emotional interacting with someone you look up to. She thought about Naomi, when she had been a child, and how the young Ktarian had needed a lot of physical contact and nurturing. Kieran had had the experience herself of meeting people she looked up to, any number of times, and sometimes felt like crying afterward. She remembered how moved she had been, meeting Lenara Kahn. Finally, she cleared her throat and said “I hope you’re hungry.”

Kit grinned, letting her go. “Most of the time,” she agreed.

________________

Admiral Brand was even more sold on Kit McCallister after getting to know her a bit over lunch, and she took Kieran aside to tell her so. Kieran nodded, advised the Admiral she would do her best, but warned her that Kit’s family wasn’t convinced that Starfleet was a good idea.

“There’s something else,” Kieran admitted. “Kit is pretty disappointed that I’m leaving next year,” she said softly, out of earshot. “I’ll still try to get her to come here, but I can’t lie to her, Admiral. Naomi and I will be leaving, and that means Kit will have a different basketball coach as of her sophomore year. She wasn’t very happy at the prospect.”

Brand smiled, albeit with concern. “I hope she’ll still take us up on the offer. I’d give anything to get you to stay on, too, but I know you want to be on a ship, not stuck planetside.”

Kieran sighed. “I’m not getting any younger, and I really don’t want to be over forty when I get my first command,” she worried.

The Admiral laughed out loud. “I was forty when I got my first command, young lady,” she scolded her. “Forty is not old, and don’t insult me by implying it is,” she grinned, eyes flashing a warning.

“I can only envision staying on longer if for some reason, Naomi wants to be here. If she decided to pursue a graduate degree, I suppose I’d have to reconsider, but she’s never expressed an interest. I think now that she’s not on a ship, she really misses Engineering, and she’ll go back to that when she graduates,” Kieran said thoughtfully.

“Well, keep being honest with Kit,” Brand agreed. “Let’s hope you’re not the only reason she might want to come here,” she said as she dismissed her protégé.

Kieran found Kit standing in the hallway, waiting patiently. 

“Let’s drop your stuff off in my office, and go suit up for practice. I know it’s not for another hour, but we can run through some drills, and you can show me what you’ve got,” Kieran told her. 

Kit followed to Kieran’s office, picked up her workout clothes and shoes, and looked around for the best way to carry them across campus.

Kieran handed her a small gym bag with a Starfleet logo. “Use mine. Keep it,” she offered.

Kit just shook her head. “You are way too nice to me,” she protested.

Kieran laughed. “I have a shoe contract, Kit,” she explained. “I get all the equipment I could ever want. If I asked them for a thousand gym bags, I’d get the shipment tomorrow. It’s not a big deal,” she chuckled. 

“It is to me,” Kit said softly. “How much do you know about my family, anyway?”

Kieran sealed her office behind them. “Not much. Why?”

Kit sighed. “My aunt and uncle are raising me because they think terraforming is too hard a life. But I’m an expensive kid to raise,” she confided, sounding guilty. “They’re paying for all sorts of lessons for me, plus tournament fees, equipment—I was going to start a Kung Fu program, but Aunt Grace finally put her foot down and said they don’t have the money,” she explained.

“Isn’t the flight school doing okay?” Kieran was instantly concerned.

“It’s a tightrope act,” Kit said. “Simulator maintenance costs a lot of money. And then there’s the real fleet of ships they have to rent for advanced testing and training,” she detailed. “We’re always on a budget. Most kids in my school get fancy vacations and expensive gifts for Christmas. We get clothes, necessary things. We do okay, but things get tight, sometimes. So to have you just give me things—especially things that have sentimental and monetary value—that is a big deal to me. Just meeting you was something I never thought I’d be privileged enough to do, but you gave me your jersey,” she started to get choked up again.

Kieran was starting to get emotional herself, listening to Kit’s heartfelt gratitude. She put an arm around the smaller woman. “You know, Kit, if you come here, Starfleet will pay for everything—your tuition, your books, your housing, your work out clothes, your uniforms, your equipment, your meals, your travel expenses—all of it. And I have pages and pages of scholarships you can apply for to cover incidental expenses. There’s even a scholarship my family set up in the name of my deceased sister. The awards are small, but everything helps. I don’t want you to let your family’s financial issues keep you from doing what you really want to do.”

“It’s not that,” Kit insisted. “It’s—well, my aunt and uncle are pressuring me to choose a privately funded school, because several of them have agreed to make charitable donations or investments in the flight school, if I sign with them.”

Kieran scowled. “You realize that’s illegal, don’t you? And if it got out into the press, you’d lose your eligibility to play college sports, and your school would be censured from competition.”

Kit nodded. “I know, but Aunt Grace says it goes on all the time. She says the real issue is to keep from getting caught. I think it’s wrong, though, or the rules wouldn’t be there in the first place.”

They walked up outside the sports arena, past the statue of Kieran, which Kit stopped to admire once more. “What’s it like, being an immortal fixture on your college campus?” she said to no one in particular.

“It’s embarrassing as hell,” Kieran frowned. “I don’t recommend it. My wife ribs me mercilessly about it.” 

“Your wife and everyone else who has to look at the damned thing every day,” Lenara Kahn put in, walking up beside the two women.

“Lenara!” Kieran grabbed her and hugged her tightly. “Where have you been keeping yourself?” she asked before kissing the Trill’s forehead. They hadn’t seen each other since coming back from Florida.

Lenara smiled up at her, beaming. “Working hard at playing professor. Are you going to introduce me?”

“Kit McCallister,” Kieran said formally, “this is Dr. Lenara Kahn—”

Kit’s eyes bulged. “Oh my God, you’re kidding me,” she interrupted, reaching for Lenara’s hand. “The wormhole expert?” she squeaked with excitement. “I loved your article on dark matter,” Kit enthused, “and the parallel universe treatise. I am just thrilled to meet you,” she fawned over the academician. “But the stable wormhole at DS-9, that was just amazing,” Kit concluded breathlessly.

Lenara Kahn was not accustomed to such blatant adoration outside of the symposia circuit. She was overwhelmed at the greeting.

“Kit is thinking of attending the Academy, next year, and I’m trying to recruit her,” Kieran explained.

Lenara’s jaw dropped. “You’re in high school? And you’ve read my papers and understood them?”

Kit was taken aback. “Isn’t that why you write them? For people to read and understand?”

Lenara burst out laughing. “I’m afraid that is the idea, Kit, but I have to admit, I rarely meet anyone who does. If you come here, I could use a research assistant,” she offered.

Kieran smiled. “You’re teaching again next year?” she asked hopefully.

“I am. I have no desire to return to Trill, and I’m enjoying the relative calm of academic life. It helps that I have some friends here,” she added, taking Kieran’s hand.

“Friends you never see,” Kieran scolded. “Let’s set a regular lunch date, so you won’t have any excuses, Lenara.” 

She nodded. “I will. I’ll send my schedule to your comm account, and you pick a time and date. Good enough, Commander?”

“Excellent. It was good to see you again,” Kieran added, squeezing Lenara’s hand.

“Kit, nice to meet you. Take care, you two,” she waved as she scurried away, blue robes flapping in the breeze.

“Lenara Kahn,” Kit murmured, watching her sail away. “I knew she was brilliant, but I never expected her to be so pretty,” she said absently. She mentally shook herself, turning her attention back to Kieran. “How do you know her?”

Kieran waggled her eyebrows. “I was engaged to her when Voyager got lost,” she boasted. 

“No way,” Kit dismissed her. “You were? Really?”

Kieran nodded. “Yeah. Hard to believe she’d want a dumb jock like me, huh?”

Kit didn’t reply, but she might as well have agreed heartily, from the look on her face.

The interior of the arena was cool and dark as they walked down the concrete concourse and onto the basketball court. “Computer,” Kieran called out, letting her voice echo in the cavernous assembly hall, “practice lights, authorization Wildman Delta Tango Pi.”

The lights came on with a resounding click. Kit stood there, turning in circles, taking in the rows of seats that extended to three levels above the floor. “How many people does it hold?”

“Twenty-five thousand,” Kieran answered even as she, too, marveled at it. “And we’re sold out for tomorrow,” she said proudly. “That hasn’t happened in a very long time,” she added.

“You mean it hasn’t happened since you played,” a voice called out. “She’s being modest,” the voice continued. 

“Coach Kilkenny?” Kieran asked softly. “Is that you?”

Kieran’s old coach stepped out from the shadows, joining her former player. “You look a lot better than the last time I saw you, KT,” the older woman said fondly, giving the commander a hug.

“Yeah, well Naomi isn’t dying, after all,” Kieran responded, hugging her former mentor. “I’m a pretty happy camper, these days.” She held the woman at arm’s length. “What are you doing here?”

“Retirement is boring,” Kilkenny reported. “I wanted to see your team practice. You don’t mind, do you?”

“Of course not, Coach,” Kieran said as she pulled Kit forward. “This is Kit McCallister. She’s thinking about attending the Academy next year. Kit, this is my coach. She taught me everything I know about the game,” she smiled broadly at her old friend.

“Nice to meet you, Kit.” The Coach shook her hand enthusiastically. “Kieran exaggerates. She learned maybe one or two things from me, but otherwise, she ran the team,” she noted. 

Kieran put an arm around the older woman. “Of course, I don’t mind if you sit in. Hell, if you’re really bored, I could use another assistant.”

“I’ve seen you in action,” Kilkenny advised. “I’ve been sneaking in for weeks. I like what you’ve done with the practices. Your kids enjoy themselves, so they play hard for you. You’ve found a way to make it fun. I never really got the hang of that,” she confided. “I’m proud of you, KT.”

Kieran colored slightly. “Thanks Coach. Why haven’t you ever come down to the floor to say hi?”

“You needed to be out from under my shadow,” Kilkenny stated simply. “Now you are, and if I come around, it won’t undermine you.”

“Well, have a seat. I’m giving Kit a private audition, so we have to go suit up.”

“I’ll take notes, if you like,” Kilkenny offered, whipping out a PADD. “I never go anywhere without it.”

________________

Kieran and Kit shot baskets for several minutes to loosen up. “Okay, play me to ten,” Kieran challenged the younger woman. “You get the ball first, half-court game,” she laid out the rules.

Kit tossed her the ball, then took it back, dribbling to the top of the key. She head faked, then tried to drive, but Kieran cut her off. She dropped back and took a fade-away jumper that Kieran blocked. Kieran gave her back the ball, letting her come again. She drove by Kieran, trying to force a reverse lay-up, which Kieran swatted down. “Be patient,” Kieran counseled. “Let the shot come to you.”

Kit reset again, this time dribbling to her weak side, and taking a stutter step to loft the shot over Kieran. It swished through the net. 

“Nice,” Kieran complimented her. She took the out-of-bounds pass and shot a clean three pointer.

“Man,” Kit grimaced. “I’ve never seen anyone with an inside game like yours shoot the three as well as you,” she said admiringly.

“Practice,” Kieran shrugged. “Every summer, I made myself shoot threes every day until I hit one hundred. My arms would hurt so bad, I’d be in tears at night. But I got to the point where I could rip off all one hundred in couple of hours, if Cassidy rebounded for me. Of course, that was in addition to making myself hit one hundred free throws a day.”

“Sounds like I’m going to be busy, this summer,” Kit grinned. She took the ball, dribbling between her legs, crossing over to get by Kieran.

Kieran read her body and followed, again blocking her shot. “You’re telegraphing your intent with your eyes, kiddo,” she lectured. “Try it again, without looking where you’re heading.”

Kit nodded, and tried again. Kieran followed, but even with her, instead of in front of her, and Kit got the shot up. It bounced off the back of the rim.

“Better,” Kieran complimented her. “You’ve got game, Kit, you just need a really good coach to work you over,” she decided. “It’s just a matter of fine-tuning your skills. And you need to shoot a lot to improve your accuracy.”

Kieran flipped the ball back at Kit. “Come on,” she challenged, slapping her palms on the floor. “Bring it, baby,” she sneered, getting competitive.

Kit centered herself with a deep breath, and drove, laying the ball up with Kieran right in her face. She turned from her follow-through to see the ball riffle through the net.

“Excellent,” Kieran said approvingly, slapping Kit’s back. “That’s how it’s done.” 

Kieran gave her the ball again. “Uh, Coach?” Kit reminded her. “Aren’t you supposed to be playing, too? It’s four to three,” she pointed out.

“Go ahead,” Kieran offered. “I’m observing your game. I’ll catch up, no doubt about it,” she bragged.

“Okay, Coach,” Kit agreed. She drove toward the basket, faking left, then elevated. Kieran just missed tipping the ball away, and the shot went in off the glass. Kit gave her a feral grin.

Coack Kilkenny sat in the stands, shaking her head. “Oh, kid, you are going to regret that,” she snickered.

“Six to three,” Kit announced, feeling more confident. She gave Kieran the ball.

“Not yet,” Kieran decided, tapping it back to Kit. “Bring it,” she commanded.

Kit shrugged. She drove to the left, Kieran firmly in front of her. She tried to drop step around the taller Commander, and Kieran rejected the ball into the first row of the stands.

“Dang,” Kit said under her breath as she ran after the ball. 

“Did I hit you?” Kieran knew she hadn’t, but wanted to see if Kit would be truthful, or try to get the advantage.

“Nope. All ball, Coach. Totally clean,” Kit admitted as she tossed the ball to Kieran.

The team had started to filter in from their afternoon classes, and they gathered on the sidelines to watch the impromptu matchup.

Naomi joined them, asking “What’s going on?”

Jenny Calvert laughed quietly, her frost-colored eyes gleaming with amusement. “Coach is hustling that kid. She’s about to go off, you watch,” she chuckled.

Naomi crossed her arms, watching as Kit hit a three.

“Nine to three. Next basket is my game,” Kit announced. “Now do you want the ball, Coach?”

Kieran grinned faintly. “Guess I’d better, huh?”

She took the ball back from Kit, dribbled down the lane, and reverse-slammed it over Kit’s head.

“Shit!” Kit ducked to avoid having Kieran hammer her to the floor. 

“Nine to five,” Kieran flipped her the ball.

Kit went up for three, but Kieran tapped it in mid-flight, grabbing the ball and driving for a dunk. “Nine to seven,” she amended, tossing Kit the ball. “Come on, Kit, make me sorry I gave you a head-start,” she taunted her.

Kit put her head down and drove, Kieran right in her face, and she laid the ball up. Kieran slammed it off the backboard, and the girls on the sideline cheered for their coach.

Kieran decided since they had an audience, she’d take mercy on poor Kit, and she nailed a three to win the game. “Hey, Kit,” she consoled the younger woman. “Not bad for a first effort. You stick with me, you’ll make this team next year,” she promised.

“Really?” Kit gazed forlornly at the victorious coach.

“Honest,” Kieran acceded. “Okay, you slackers,” she shouted to her team on the sideline. “Get your butts out here and start working it,” she ordered. “Kit, feel free to shoot around with them. We always shoot for half an hour, and then the real work begins. If you want to run drills with us, feel free. But the scrimmage is for my team only, because we’ve got a game tomorrow.”

“Coach?” Kit called.

“Yeah?”

“Thanks,” she said sincerely. “That was a major clinic.”

“Anytime.” Kieran hugged her. “You really do have some talent. Give me a year, you’ll be in the starting lineup. That is, if you can take the work I’m going to make you do. I’m a real bitch, according to my wife,” she laughed wickedly.

___________________

Kit McCallister kept pace with Kieran’s team throughout the regimen of windsprints, agility drills, lay-up drills, three-man weaves, and pick-and-roll drills. The team kept a steady stream of supportive banter going, clapping for each other, pumping each other up, cheering when shots went in, and keeping themselves hyped for the upcoming game.

Kieran blew her whistle, signaling the start of a new task. “Kit, take a seat with Coach Kilkenny,” she pointed to the stands. “Coach Freeman, you take the stop watch. Coach Perkins, you’re on the whistle. Line up,” she barked.

Kilkenny scooted over closer to Kit. “What is she doing?” Kit asked the snowy-haired coach.

“She makes her girls race her in wind sprints. Anyone who loses to her has to do five more. They love it, because they know she’ll get in there and sweat with them. She scrimmages with them a lot, too. They really respect her because she doesn’t just talk the game, she can still play it, and better than most of them,” Kilkenny explained.

Kieran ran windsprints against her players, easily beating all but two of them. “Five more,” she told them, continuing to run with them. 

One girl, Kathy Simmons, groaned and grabbed her gym shorts. Kieran was on her in a heartbeat. “Something on your mind, Sim?”


Simmons looked warily at her. “Well, yeah, Coach,” she said, sounding a bit whiny. “You’re making us race you when we’ve already been running drills for an hour, and you’ve got fresh legs.”

Kieran grinned. “You think I’m not being fair?”

“Well—it doesn’t seem fair to me, Coach,” Simmons admitted.

Kilkenny grimaced. “Wrong answer, Kathy,” she muttered. “You are going to be so sorry,” she chuckled.

Kieran turned to her players. “Anybody else think I’m cheating, because you’ve already done sprints?”

There were several nodding heads.

Kieran shrugged. “Coach Perkins, how many sprints have they done?”

“Twenty, KT,” Perkins checked her clipboard.

“All right. Scrimmage,” she hollered, “Red jerseys versus blue, starting lineups. Simmons,” she turned to her starting Center. “I’m going to run twenty windsprints, to even the playing field. When I’m done, though, if I beat you, you do twenty more. Is that fair?”

Simmons swallowed hard. “Uh—that’s okay, Coach—” she stammered.

“No, no, I insist. You want a fair fight, and I don’t blame you. Now go play. When I’m done, Coach Perkins will whistle the scrimmage to a halt, and you and I will race. By the way—if you don’t beat me, the whole team does twenty more, since so many of them thought I was cheating,” she announced. “Kit, come out here and count for me, and make sure I’m not missing any of my marks,” she waved the younger woman out of the stands.

Kit obediently jogged onto the floor, joining Kieran.

“Okay, Kit,” she instructed her. “I have to run twenty sprints, and the way it works is they are court length, out to each hash mark and back, then the next hash mark and back, and so forth. If I miss touching a hash mark, you tell me, and I have to repeat the sprint. Take this stop watch, and if I take longer than forty seconds on a single sprint, tell me to add one.” She looked at Kathy Simmons. “Fair enough, your highness?”

Simmons swallowed hard. “I’m sorry, Coach, you don’t have to—”

“Ah, ah, ah, I want to be fair. I’ve always prided myself on being fair. Of course, the fact that you’re twelve years younger than me should make you a little less harsh, but hey, I want to be the model of fairness.”

“Kit? Start the clock,” Kieran barked as she dashed toward the first hash mark.

Kit watched her idol working hard, gutting out every lap and sweating like a workhorse. She made a mental note to never, ever mouth off to this woman in practice. 

Kieran’s legs burned with fatigue, but she was determined to prove to her players that she deserved their respect. What her reputation couldn’t accomplish, she decided, her hard work would.

When the sprints were completed, she joined Kit on the baseline. “Did I miss any hash marks?” she panted, forcing herself not to grab her shorts.

“No Ma’am,” Kit smiled with pride.

“Did I exceed forty seconds on any?”

“Two times, coach. Add two.”

“Time me,” Kieran repeated, dashing again. When she finished, she came to Kit again. “Did I miss any hash marks or exceed forty seconds?”

Kit shook her head. “You were perfect, Coach Wildman,” she said respectfully. 

Kieran stuffed her whistle in her mouth and blew it. “Kathy Simmons,” she shouted and waved the Center over. “You and me, right now,” she snapped.

Kathy’s teammates gave her terse looks. “Damn, Sim, we don’t want to run anymore,” they said to her. “Don’t let her beat you, whatever you do.”

Naomi Wildman shook her head. She knew she was going to be running windsprints until dinnertime.

“Coach,” Kathy tried for leniency. “I’m really sorry,” she began. “I didn’t mean to disrespect your—”

“On your mark,” Kieran ignored her. “Get set. Go!” she shouted, hauling ass to the first hash mark.

They stayed even through the first three hash marks, but Kieran blew by her on the final sprint. Kathy shook her head miserably, knowing she should have kept her mouth shut in the first place. 

Kieran wiped the sweat from her face with the hem of her t-shirt. “Ladies,” she said, panting. “Life is rarely fair. And sometimes, even when it is fair, you still get your ass kicked. Now look,” she fixed each of them in turn with a steely glare. “Basketball is not a democracy, and if you don’t like the way I run the show, find another show. You guys know if you do the things I’m demanding, you’ll get better. If you work your hardest, you’ll get to the big dance in April, and that’s a promise. I believe in you, and I expect you to believe in me and in my methods. I think my record speaks for itself, and if it didn’t, I wouldn’t have to look at that ridiculous statue of myself every day. You know damned well I don’t ask you to do anything on this court I wouldn’t do right beside you,” she bit her words off, slamming the ball down and making them jump. “And you know I rarely lose my temper, and I’ve made a concerted effort to make practice fun. I’m proud of each and every one of you, and I’m proud of your accomplishments on this court and off this court. But don’t expect life to be fair. Be the kind of women who take the unjust with the just, and make yourselves rise above it. When things aren’t fair, don’t complain. Put your heads down and work harder. I guarantee you, no starship captain ever gave a damn for a subordinate who whined that things weren’t fair. But a starship captain loves an officer who works her ass off, under all circumstances, without complaint. And those are the officers who move up the ranks, and who reap the rewards. You can be the kind of officers that have it all, every one of you. And you can be the kind of basketball players who win it all. Your choice—whiners, or winners,” she stated with disgust.  “Anybody who thinks they need to run twenty more windsprints, because that’s fair, line up. The rest of you hit the showers.”

Kieran walked off the court, head down. She sat in the bleachers next to Coach Kilkenny. “Did anyone leave the court?” she asked softly.

“No one,” Kilkenny replied. “Your assistant coaches are running, too,” she grinned.

Kieran laughed. “Those nimrods,” she shook her head. “I didn’t mean them.”

Kilkenny lay her hand on Kieran’s sweaty thigh. “KT, I was ready to go run, myself,” she laughed.  

“Where’s Kit?” she asked, looking around for her recruit.

Kilkenny put an arm around the coach. “Where do you think?” She nodded toward the court, where Kit McCallister was running like a woman possessed.

“That kid is something else,” Kieran grinned. “I hope to hell she signs with the Academy. She could be the next Jean-Luc Picard,” she panted, trying to catch her breath.

“Oh, I think she’s going to sign the letter of intent,” Kilkenny assured her. “She looks at you like you’re a God, KT.”

Kieran grinned facetiously. “You mean I’m not?” she teased.

______________

Kieran showered with her team, letting the piping hot water rinse the aches and pains from her muscles. She was grateful that she had never slacked off on her physical conditioning, because if she had, she’d be in agony right now. She toweled herself dry, selecting a pair of old blue jeans from her locker, and the ever present Academy sweatshirt, today’s version in command red. She looked around the locker room, making sure everyone was still there.

“I want everyone here an hour before the game tomorrow,” she announced. “And come hungry. The UConn team will be loaded for bear, and I want them to be on their heels the whole game. We’re faster and we’re bigger. I know we can take them,” she smiled confidently at her players. “You guys gave me a good effort tonight, and I appreciate it,” she added proudly. “Sim?” she turned to Kathy Simmons, who tried to shrink away from the attention. “Come here,” she said sternly.

“Yes, Coach?” she answered meekly, looking shamefaced.

“No hard feelings,” Kieran said, so everyone could hear, hugging her.

Kathy hugged her back fiercely. “None, Coach. I was totally out of line, and I’m sorry. I’ll never question you again,” she apologized.

“Thanks.” Kieran gave her a final affectionate squeeze. “Hey, how’d you do on your ethics midterm?”

Kathy smiled broadly. “You were right about that, too,” she nodded. “Thanks for helping me weed out the notes.”

“Anytime,” Kieran promised, clapping her on the shoulder. “I knew you’d ace it.” She looked around at her players, who were watching her intently. “Anybody have any problems on midterms?” she asked. Nobody spoke up. “Good. If any of you are struggling, see me, or see Coaches Perkins or Freeman. I don’t want anyone losing eligibility or wrecking their academic record when help is right here. Understood?”

The girls nodded in unison.

“Okay then. Good luck on tomorrow’s exams, and you’re dismissed,” Kieran let them go, knowing they needed to study for the next round of midterms. She spotted Naomi, who was tugging on her boots. “Hey, sweetie,” she said switching from her coach persona to her private one. “Do you want to come to dinner with Kit and Seven and me? Kit’s going to spend the night with you at the quad, if that’s still okay,” she said softly.

“I’m done with midterms, so it’s fine,” Naomi confirmed. “And I’m starving, so I’d love to join you for dinner. Can we go to Kami Fong’s?”

Kieran nodded. “Sure, as long as Kit likes Chinese. You were good tonight,” she added. “In scrimmage, I mean,” she clarified.

Naomi smiled. “Thanks, but how could you tell while you were running windsprints, love?” she asked pointedly.

“I was keeping an eye out. I can usually do two things at once,” she waggled her eyebrows at her wife. “Or have you forgotten?”

“Bad girl,” Naomi admonished, looking around the locker room to make sure no one was listening. “I never forget,” she flirted back. “I missed you today,” she said quietly. “How did it go with Kit?”

“You’ll have to ask her tonight. I think she’s impressed with the place, but she’s got some stellar offers from a ton of other schools, so who knows?” Kieran sighed. “Man, I’m tired. I really had to reach deep to outrun Sim,” she admitted. 

“That was a good lesson you taught her—and all of us, for that matter. You’re a good coach, KT. I’m glad I listened to you and decided to try out for the team,” the strawberry blonde smiled, hugging her wife.

“God, Na,” Kieran breathed into her damp hair. “You’re so beautiful,” she whispered.

“What brought that on?” Naomi asked as she slid her hands up Kieran’s shoulders, smiling.

“It just struck me. Today, on campus? When you ran off to your class? I thought Kit’s jaw would hit the sidewalk, watching you. You have that effect on other people besides me, you know,” Kieran murmured. “And sometimes, I wonder how you can stand playing for me, and how you can separate the love you have for me from the contempt you must feel for the coach who punished all of you today.”

Naomi smiled warmly up at her. “Honey, there is no contempt. Not from me, not from anyone on this team. You are loved and respected, and Kathy Simmons feels just awful for what she said. You are making us better, and everyone knows it. Especially me.” She kissed Kieran gently, searching deep brown eyes and communicating love and desire.

“Thanks, honey,” Kieran hugged her tightly. “I needed to hear that. Sometimes, I feel like an ogre.”

Kit approached from the other end of the locker room, dressed and ready to go. “That was great, Coach,” she smiled at her recruiter. “Thanks for letting me participate and observe. Now I know what I’m up against, and I think this is where I really want to be. This is the kind of environment I need to reach my full potential,” she decided. “So if you have that letter of intent, I want to sign it now.”

Kieran rested a hand on Kit’s shoulder. “I’m really happy to hear you say that, Kit. But I don’t want you to sign anything just yet. Admiral Brand would kill me if she knew I was saying that, but this is the most important decision you’ll make in a very long time, and it needs to be the right one. Give yourself at least a week after you’ve done this visit, and then if you feel this strongly, sign the letter and send it to me. I’ll happily tender it to the Admiral, then.”

Kit seemed surprised. “I thought you really wanted me to sign right away. I was afraid you might get in trouble with your superiors, if I don’t,” she said quietly, propping her foot on the bench of the locker room.

“You let me worry about them,” Kieran assured her. “And believe me, I do want you to sign with us, but only if it’s the best thing for you. You haven’t even seen the quad, or talked to the other cadets. Weigh it all, first. I don’t want you to feel any pressure from me, okay?” she said sincerely.

Kit’s estimation of the commander increased yet again. “No other recruiter ever once told me to weigh the decision or to wait,” she said appreciatively. “They all pushed and pushed for me to sign. You’re different than all the others, Coach. It speaks well of this institution. I’ll wait if you want, but my mind is made up,” she nodded resolutely. “I know I can learn from you, and I know I can grow here. The fact that you actually helped one of your players study for a midterm—that’s just more than any coach I’ve ever had would do.”

Kieran shrugged. “It’s part of the job. I’m not just her coach, I’m her mentor. I’m supposed to make sure she succeeds academically, as well as professionally and athletically. I take that very, very seriously,” she explained. “Hey, do you like Chinese food?” she changed the subject, taking Naomi’s hand and heading out of the locker room with the two smaller women.

“I love it. Are we having it for dinner?” she asked hopefully.

“Best in town—Kami Fong’s. Naomi suggested it,” she smiled at her wife lovingly. “Seven’s going to meet us, too, if that’s okay,” Kieran added.

“Are you kidding me?” Kit nodded eagerly. “She is so interesting, and so beautiful,” she enthused. She realized that commenting on Seven’s appearance was probably not really relevant, and she blushed. “I’m sorry. That just came out,” she apologized, looking down.

Kieran smirked. “Seven has that effect on a lot of people,” she sympathized. “Don’t worry about it,” she chuckled.

__________________

Kieran walked Naomi and Kit back to the dorm after dinner, holding Naomi’s hand as they strolled along the paths. The lights were on, and as usual, campus was filled with students studying on the benches, lounging under the trees, playing frisbee and hackeysack, and couples kissing in the shadows. The evening air smelled of the ocean, and the flowerbeds added a sweetness to the breeze that Kieran breathed in appreciatively. When they reached the quad, Kieran stopped on the sidewalk.

“Do you have everything you need, Kit?” she asked.

“I think so,” Kit considered. “Was there something specific you were wondering about?”

Kieran shrugged. “If you guys need snacks or drinks or anything, charge it to my account. Naomi has the code,” she offered. “Are you okay, Na?”

Naomi nodded. “Everything’s good. Thanks for dinner, sweetheart. I love you,” she added, stretching up to kiss Kieran goodnight.

“And I love you. Always, and only you,” Kieran told her, not a bit shy to say so in front of Kit. “You have sweet dreams, honey,” she said, and kissed her soundly.

“You too. See you tomorrow,” Naomi promised, lingering over several kisses.

Kieran forced herself to pull away. She wanted more than anything to crawl into bed with her wife, and sink into her embrace. Finally she stepped back, fighting the weakness of her need. “See you in the morning, Kit. I’ll be by at 0700 to take you to breakfast.”

“Thanks for a great day, Coach,” she said, looking wistfully at the Commander.

“Hey, kiddo, what is it?” Kieran asked, reaching out to touch the young woman’s face. “You look so sad,” she said softly.

“Me? Never,” Kit lied. “You have a good sleep, Commander. You worked hard today,” she added. She watched Kieran walk away, reluctant to go inside. “Is it always so difficult for her to leave you?” she asked Naomi.

Naomi nodded, also watching Kieran walk away. “No less difficult than it is for me to let her go,” she confided. “She’s a lot to resist,” she murmured, thinking of something Kit McCallister had said about Naomi in her hallucination. Naomi rested a hand on Kit’s shoulder. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to my quadmates. You’ll like them,” she offered.

“Tell me,” Kit ventured, “what’s she really like?”

“Exactly like what you see. Kieran is about as guileless as a person gets. She’s sincere and honest, and she doesn’t put on airs,” Naomi said fondly of her spouse. “I think she’s the easiest person to be with that I’ve ever met. She makes me laugh and she’s witty, and I—I just love her so much,” she professed. “There’s never a hidden agenda with her. God, you should have known her on Voyager,” Naomi reminisced, punching the keys to the turbo lift. “Always playing jokes on people, but always really respectful and helpful. She was our Ship’s Counselor, and an excellent one, at that. She impressed my mother, the captain, so much that Mom talked her into command school. And she’s brave, Kit, like no one I’ve ever seen.”

“How so?”

“The first night I met her, she almost got killed trying to save my life,” Naomi explained. Naomi told Kit the whole tale of the Maltanians, and how they had shot Kieran. 

“You’re kidding me.” Kit followed along in Naomi’s wake, shaking her head in disbelief. “Point blank? In the chest?”

Naomi nodded. “She has an artificial heart,” she advised, keying her room. “Because she tried to save me.”

Naomi went on to tell Kit how Seven rescued her, and all the brave deeds of the Voyager crew. Kit listened in rapt attention, mesmerized. She told Kit how Kieran was lost in a spatial rift taking her pilot’s exam, and how B’Elanna and Seven were stranded on an asteroid, and how B’Elanna saved Seven by forcing Seven to assimilate her.

Kit sat on Naomi’s bed, mouth hanging open. “You’re making that up,” she accused.

“Cross my heart. B’Elanna still has a Borg implant on her cheek, in fact,” Naomi assured her. 

Naomi told her about the incident on Restid Three, and how it accelerated her growth, and all about the bacteria, and how she and Kieran fell in love. 

Kit was breathless with the retelling. “I can’t believe it,” she was floored. “And then you guys got back to the Alpha Quadrant somehow?”

Naomi filled her in on those details, as well.

“So if Kieran hadn’t been friends with Wesley Crusher, you guys would still be in the Delta Quadrant?” Kit asked incredulously. “Wow, I guess it’s true that the friends you make at college really stay with you for life,” she mused. “What an exciting life you’ve had,” she said with envy.

“You want to hear something else that will blow your plasma manifold?” Naomi asked, deciding to test the waters a bit.

Kit nodded eagerly.

“You were in one of my hallucinations,” Naomi confided, her hazel eyes glittering with mischief. “You were our new first officer, on Voyager. You looked exactly like you do now, only a little older; you were twenty-six in the hallucination. You had the same name, the same family history, and a dog named Orson,” she remembered. “I loved Orson,” Naomi said warmly.

Kit’s eye almost popped out of her head. “I had a dog named Orson—a black and white border collie. He died a couple of years back.”

Naomi nodded. “That’s what he looked like, all right. And you were a fanatic about roller coasters,” Naomi told her. “You designed them and we rode on them.”

Kit moved away slightly. “You’re scaring me, Naomi,” she admitted. “I do have a program like that, only no one knows it. I run it in the flight simulators when no one is around. Aunt Grace would probably kill me if she knew I used resources on a game,” she confessed. “In this hallucination—you and I were good friends?” she asked warily.

Naomi hesitated, toying with her strawberry blonde hair as she considered her response. “Yes, we got to be very good friends.”

“Wait, if I was first officer, where was Kieran?” she demanded.

“Rehabbing from injuries back at Starfleet. It’s a long story,” Naomi warned. “Best saved for another time, in fact. It’s really late,” she realized after checking the chronometer.

“So you knew all about me, before you even knew I existed?” Kit was flabbergasted.

“Yes. I knew you had several black belts, for example. Don’t ask me how. Seven thinks I’m partly clairvoyant. I think she may be right, too, because several things that happened in my hallucinations came true.”

“Besides me, what?” Kit was enthralled.

“Kieran and I getting married,” Naomi said. “Only thankfully, B’Elanna and Katie didn’t die,” she added.

“Katie is Kieran’s daughter?” Kit asked. “With B’Elanna Torres, the Chief Engineer of Voyager?”

“Yes,” Naomi agreed, stretching lazily on the bed. “She’s a great kid, too. Kieran just adores her.”

“Is that weird for you, that Kieran had a child with someone else?” Kit thought that would be difficult.

“Not really. I know someday, we’ll have our own family. B’Elanna and Katie feel like part of my family, anyway, we’re all so close,” Naomi explained. “B’Elanna is dating Kieran’s best friend, and they live together with Katie.”

Kit shook her head. “Sounds complicated to me.”

“I guess it would seem that way to an outsider, but it feels normal, to me. B’Elanna and Kieran just weren’t right for each other, and they made the mature decision to split up.” Naomi yawned. “I’m sorry, Kit, I don’t mean to be a party pooper, but I’m exhausted. KT ran our asses off today. I’ve got a chemistry class at 0700, too, so I need some sleep.”

She pulled out the inflatable mattress that Kieran had arranged for, and pulled the instant inflation tab. “These are pretty comfortable,” Naomi advised her guest. “The bathroom is right through there,” she pointed. “I’m going to brush my teeth and get my jammies on. Be right back,” she said as she swung her legs over the side of the bed, making her way to the ensuite.

Kit watched her coming back, wearing a powder blue sweatshirt that was obviously Kieran’s since it was two sizes too big for the fine-boned Ktarian. “You’re wearing Kieran’s clothes?” she asked faintly.

“Yeah. It’s silly, but it makes me feel close to her. I miss her at night.”

Kit swallowed hard. “I bet,” she nodded. 

_____________________

Kieran Wildman’s footsteps were heavy, and every meter or so, she thought about going back to Naomi’s quad. She had sincerely wanted Naomi to be immersed in school, to learn the culture of the Academy and to have all the opportunities she herself had. But she never expected the separation to be so grueling. Kieran’s insecurity clawed at her, made her doubt everything. In spite of the fact that Naomi had come home just the night before, it seemed like an eternity. And Kieran had to admit, the time they shared was so measured, meted out in fits and snatches, it never felt like they had enough of one another. Naomi was too busy to notice, most of the time, it seemed to Kieran, so it felt to the elder Wildman that she was left to fight her fears and misgivings alone, and to wonder if their marriage would ever feel more than intermittent. 

Kieran loved deeply and passionately, and she needed the intensity of the day to day interaction with her partner. She tried to dig deeper in her reserve of patience, but there were times it just failed her and she needed her wife. And in those weaker moments, her thoughts always turned to Lenara Kahn, try though she might to stop it from happening. As if the thought of the lovely Trill had somehow summoned her, Lenara appeared on the sidewalk that intersected Kieran’s stretch of concrete, and their heads snapped up simultaneously. 

Lenara’s slender face flushed with delight as she realized Kieran was coming toward her. “That is so strange,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief. “I was just thinking of you, and here you are,” she chuckled, smiling at the woman towering above her, reaching for her hands. “Twice in one day. I am truly blessed by the Gods of Ma’kala,” she chuckled.

Kieran stooped to kiss the petite woman’s velvety soft cheek. “Lenara,” she murmured. “What are you doing out so late?” She cupped the Trill’s face in one large hand.

Lenara’s green-gray eyes twinkled. “I have a bad habit of falling asleep in my lab, and I end up leaving for home well after a respectable hour. I should make them remove that damned couch,” she decided, laughing at herself. “Can’t you tell by how mussed my hair is?”

Kieran laughed. “You look like perfection, as you always do, dre’on,” she said softly. 

“Where have you been? This must be far past your bedtime, too,” Lenara noted, rearranging her sky blue Trill robes so that they draped properly.

“I was with Kit, the girl you met earlier today. She’s sleeping over at Naomi’s to get the lay of the land,” Kieran explained. “Can I walk you home?” she asked, hoping it didn’t sound overprotective. 

Lenara nodded. “That would be nice, cha’on,” she agreed, slipping her hand into Kieran’s. 

_______________

Kit McCallister stood nervously on the sidewalk in front of Naomi’s quad, waiting for Kieran to meet her. The commander was prompt, as usual, and arrived well before 0700, striding along the treelined path and smiling grandly as if the world belonged to her.

“Good morning, Cadet,” she greeted Kit, hugging her. “How did you sleep?”

Kit grinned, hugging her back. “Honestly, not so great. My head was swimming with tales of your Voyager days.” She smiled broadly. “Did you really get lost in a spatial rift, KT?” she lapsed from formality, a sure sign she was taken with the whole prospect of Starfleet.

Kieran rested an arm on Kit’s shoulders, guiding her toward the Officer’s Mess. “I did, indeed,” she agreed. “Just a routine occurrence, when you’re stuck in the Delta Quadrant,” she teased.

“For three months? You were missing for three months?” Kit demanded, incredulous.

“I was,” Kieran affirmed. “Hell of a way to travel, too,” she quipped. “Let’s get some breakfast. I’m starving. I’m taking you to the Officer’s Mess, this time. I want you to see how the brass lives. If you sign with us, kiddo, someday you’ll be sporting more pips than I am,” she grinned at the attractive teenager. She winked at her. “Jesus, Kit, you must be the biggest heartbreaker at Palatine High,” she teased. 

“Me? Why do you say that?” Kit quirked an eyebrow.

“Because your eyes are beyond incredible,” Kieran admired in awe. “I’ve never seen golden eyes, before.”

They walked along the path between buildings, Kit suddenly silent, almost sullen.

“Hey,” Kieran pulled them up short. “I didn’t mean to offend you, kiddo. I’m sorry. Was that a totally inappropriate thing to say?” She studied her young charge intently. “I just feel like I can be myself with you, but if I’m too familiar—”

“No,” Kit looked up at her, face concerned, “you didn’t offend me. It wasn’t inappropriate, either. I just—Uncle Kenny teases me about my eyes all the time. But I’m no heartbreaker,” she forced a smile and resumed their walk. “I don’t even have time to go on dates,” she added. “I’m at the dojo most weekends, or traveling for a tourney. Weeknights I have practice, work, and homework. I’d have to have a social life, to have time to break anyone’s heart,” she noted.

“I’d like to see you compete, sometime,” Kieran smiled, opening the door to the Administration building. “When’s your next tourney?”

“Saturday,” Kit replied easily. “We have preliminaries in the morning, and the championship round is in the afternoon. You wouldn’t want to bother coming to the morning session—too boring,” she intoned disdainfully.

Kieran eyed her appreciatively. “You’re confident you’ll be in the championship round?”

Kit nodded. “I always am. I’m undefeated at Kenpo in the black belt class,” she added matter-of-factly. “But if you want to see the prelims, that’s okay. I mean, I’d love to have you visit me,” she smiled at her idol. “And I’m performing the kata at this tournament.”

“Kata?” Kieran gave her an enigmatic grin.

“It’s a series of techniques you use in earning a given belt, all strung together, like a dance, almost. If it’s done properly, it’s more an art form than anything else. The best students can make the kata so fluid and graceful. If you were to set it to music, it would be a dance.”


“How many fights do you have to get through to make the finals?” Kieran asked as she keyed the turbo lift and ushered Kit inside the car.

“Depends on how many entrants we have. Usually, there are only three or four black belts. If I want a really good work out, I have to go to Chicago, where the pool is a lot bigger. This is a county-wide tournament, though. Not as competitive,” she explained. 

“When is your next tourney in Chicago?” Kieran asked, exiting the lift and pointing to the entrance of the mess hall.

“Last weekend of this month. If you’re serious about coming, I’ll send you the details,” Kit offered.

Kieran handed her a tray and a plate, then silverware. “I’d like that a lot. Let me check my own schedule. I don’t think the team has any away games this month—I never look beyond the next game, so for now, all I’m thinking about is UConn.” She made her way down the serving line, taking pancakes, sausage, eggs and toast.

Kit followed Kieran, selecting exactly the same things, except she chose chocolate milk instead of coffee. Her eyes widened at the array of admirals and captains and commanders milling about, with enough bars and pips to fill a bucket. “Gosh, KT, am I allowed to be in here?” she asked worriedly.

Kieran laughed. “You’re my guest. Of course you are.”

Owen Paris made a beeline across the dining room to greet Kieran, extending his hand. “Commander, good to see you again,” he smiled broadly. “How is your lovely wife? Your wedding was just splendid,” he added.

“Admiral,” Kieran nodded politely, “Naomi is doing very well. Completely recovered, Sir, and flourishing at the Academy. May I introduce you to one of our cadet hopefuls, Kit McCallister?” she asked, laying her free hand on Kit’s back and balancing her tray in the other.

“Kit McCallister,” he echoed, smiling. “Young lady, I am very pleased to make your acquaintance. I haven’t seen SFVAB scores like yours since—well, I’ve never seen scores that good. Kathryn Janeway was close, and Commander Wildman was right up there, too, but your scores are superlative,” he complimented her.  “I truly hope you’ll choose Starfleet,” he added. 

“Thank you, Admiral,” Kit’s golden eyes glowed from the praise. “I’m certainly leaning in that direction, Sir,” she replied, already cognizant of proper military protocol. 

“Excellent,” he smiled. “Ladies, if you’ll excuse me? Enjoy your breakfast,” he dismissed himself, scurrying away.

Kit watched him, jaw hanging down. “Good lord,” she breathed. “Owen Paris.”

Kieran’s eyes twinkled with merriment. “He’s a very nice man. Sings an amazing rendition of ‘Oh Danny Boy’,” she added as they placed their trays on an empty tabletop.

Kit nearly choked. “You’ve heard him sing?” she asked, disbelieving.

Kieran spread her napkin in her lap. “Sure have. At my wedding reception, in fact. It was a rather—rowdy gathering, after a lot of champagne,” she chuckled. “He and Admiral Brand sang together, in fact,” she recalled, eyes crinkling with mirth.

“Kieran!” a familiar voice echoed across the dining room. Robin Lefler was just leaving the mess, but wanted to say hello. “Hey, KT,” she smiled at her ex-lover. “Are we still on for coffee Friday before class?”

Kieran grinned. “Wouldn’t miss it, Robbie,” she confirmed. “This is Kit McCallister. I’m trying to recruit her. Kit, this is Robin Lefler, the commander who runs the Counseling Center. She and I served together on Enterprise, a long, long time ago.”

Kit stood politely and extended her hand. “Commander,” she inclined her head. “Pleased to meet you.”

Robin smiled brightly at the teenager, helping herself to a seat. “You’ll love it, Kit,” she enthused. “The Academy is a blast. Is KT recruiting you academically, athletically, or both?” she asked, stealing a piece of Kieran’s toast.

Kieran scowled at her. “Maybe I should start calling you Robin Hood,” she nodded at the triangle of bread in Robin’s hand. 

Robin winked. “I’m not giving it to the poor, KT,” she smarted, then turned back to Kit.

“Both, I hope,” Kit admitted. “KT says if I work really hard, I can make the basketball team. I think I’ll be trying out for the Parrises Squares team, too, and maybe Velocity.”

“Ah, another confirmed jock. That’s a lot for one plate,” she noted, teeth flashing.

“Not for this kid, Robbie,” Kieran interjected. “She’s the Illinois state champ in Velocity. And had perfect SFVABs,” she added.

Robin’s lovely blue eyes widened. “No kidding,” she breathed appreciatively. “My SFVABs were so bad, I had to retake them,” she said respectfully. 

Kit blushed. “Well, anyway, I think I’d be lucky to come here,” she said in a self-effacing tone, retiring into her breakfast.

Robin pushed her chair back out. “I have to run. Duty calls. Nice to meet you, Kit, and KT—you’d better be ready for class, Friday, because that was a ton of reading I loaded on you guys.”

“Tell me about it,” Kieran agreed in a complaining tone, rolling her eyes. “But it was interesting stuff. Especially the legal section on child protection. I’m really enjoying the class, Robbie. You’re a great instructor.”

“Thanks,” she touched Kieran’s uniform sleeve. “Well, have a great day. KT, kick UConn’s ass tonight,” she added, smiling at her former lover. 

“Will you be at the game?” Kieran smiled up at her.

“I never miss them,” Robin assured her. “Season ticket holder. I’ll be yelling at the refs, for you.”

Kieran threw back her head and laughed. “See you later, Robin,” she called, then sipped her coffee, grinning ear to ear.

Kit stared as Robin walked away, taking a lingering look at the commander’s assets. “Can I ask you something KT?” she breathed softly.

“Sure, Kit,” Kieran smirked, knowing the question already.

“Are all the women at the Academy beautiful? From what I’ve seen—Naomi, you, Robin, Dr. Kahn, Seven—it’s unreal,” she breathed, continuing to watch as Robin exited the mess hall.

“There are a lot of beautiful women here, that’s for sure,” Kieran agreed with a knowing smile. She spread jam on her toast, watching Kit’s eyes, which were still glued to Robin Lefler. “There are plenty of handsome men, too, depending on your perspective,” she winked at Kit.

Kit instantly averted her gaze, studying her breakfast. 

That’s odd, Kieran considered Kit’s reaction. There’s that wall again. “So, I thought today, we could tour the student union, the classrooms and labs, the rec center, the medical center…How does that sound?” 

Kit shrugged, not looking too enthusiastic. “Okay, I guess.”

“Is there something you’d rather do?” Kieran asked, concerned at Kit’s sudden reticence.

Kit looked at her as if there were something pressing on her mind, but finished her eggs, instead. “I’d like to see some of the city, actually,” she admitted. “The places around campus. I’d like to know if I can still pursue my martial arts if I come here. And I’d like to see the Parrises Squares and Velocity arenas.”

Kieran immediately switched gears. “Okay. We’ll go there first. I’ll introduce you to the coaches, and see if they’d like to look you over, if you want.”

Kit’s face lit up. “You can do that? You can get me a tryout?”

“I should be able to, Kit. I’m sure once they get a look at you, they’ll be falling all over themselves to sign you up,” she encouraged the younger woman. “And as far as martial arts, San Francisco has a huge Asian population, so I’m sure you can find any style of martial art you might be interested in here,” she assured her charge. She looked intently at the young woman across from her, not certain what to make of her radical mood swings. “Are you feeling okay?” she asked, realizing that Kit’s exuberance had all drained away in a matter of a few minutes.

Kit nodded emphatically. “I’m fine,” she assured her mentor. 

“Good. So we’ll run you through your paces on the courts this morning, then we’ll head into the city for lunch, and we can go walk along the wharf this afternoon, if you like. Ghirardelli Square, that sort of thing. Does that sound better than an extensive tour of campus?” Kieran asked hopefully.

“Yes, Commander, thank you,” Kit replied. 

“Then if you’re done with your breakfast, let’s get you changed into some workout clothes. You can change in my office,” she concluded, wiping her mouth.

________________

Kieran Wildman sat patiently through an hour-long tryout for Velocity, admiring Kit’s technique. Kieran supposed, from watching the young woman, that Kit could easily best Kathryn, Naomi, and herself. Coach Estes was duly impressed with Kit McCallister, and fawned over the potential cadet’s skills. Kit barely broke a sweat during the workout.

Next, they went to visit the Parrises Squares facility. Getting a tryout was a tougher proposition, since it was a team sport, but Coach Quinn took Kit to the holodeck and programmed a team for her to play with, and against. Kit was clearly skilled, and Coach Quinn encouraged her to try out for the team if she decided to sign with the Academy.

Then the Commander took Kit to the Time Warp, where Mike Sorvino greeted them warmly and gave them a table with a good view of the Golden Gate Bridge.

Kit was back to her cheerful self again, long legs propped on the chair next to her, stretching lazily as she sipped iced tea. “Thanks for taking me to meet the coaches,” she said to Kieran, smiling. “That was fun.”

“You’re a hell of an athlete, Kit,” Kieran said with genuine admiration. “I’d love to play you in Velocity.”

“I know,” Kit brightened considerably. “Why don’t I come back and visit you on a weekend, sometime, and I’ll play you, and we can watch my holovid of your exhibition game together. Speaking of which, I almost forgot,” she said as she dug in the gym bag Kieran had given her, pulling out a data disc. “As promised, a copy of your quadruple double performance.” She handed the disc to Kieran.

Kieran studied the square case, not certain she could actually watch herself play, considering her emotional state at the time.

Kit saw the look of consternation on her face, and sat up, pulling her legs in. She reached across the table. “Hey, what’s wrong?” she asked, laying her hand on Kieran’s.

“Nothing,” Kieran assured her. “I just—that—the court dedication game,” she stammered, eyes filling with tears. “Like two hours before we played this game,” she fingered the disc, swallowing her emotion, “I was told Naomi was going to die, and that if we were really lucky, she might have a couple of years of quality life left,” she confided, wiping impatiently at her eyes. She pocketed the disc, pinching the bridge of her nose. “That was one of the worst nights of my life. I was just dying inside,” she said softly, drinking half her glass of water in two gulps.

Kit’s face fell. “KT, how the hell did you—my God, you played the best ball of your life that night,” she said in awe. 

Kieran nodded. “It was all for her,” she said hoarsely. “My whole existence was about her from the moment we got that diagnosis,” she recalled, saddened by the memory.  

“I’m so sorry.” Kit squeezed Kieran’s hand. “I’m sorry you had to go through that. She’s okay now, though, right?”

Kieran nodded vigorously, trying to get a handle on herself. “She’s cured. And I’m so relieved,” she sighed. “I have a feeling, if I watch that game, I’ll just be torn up again,” she said regretfully. “I’m not ready yet. But I’d love to play Velocity with you, Kit, or go surfing, or take you to Florida to meet the manatees. You can visit anytime you want,” she promised the potential cadet. 

Kit was impressed with the depth of Kieran’s love for her wife, having heard from Naomi the night before just how reciprocal that love was. “What you and Naomi have—it’s just phenomenal,” she said softly. “She is just as crazy about you, you know,” Kit told her, still holding her hand. “You’re like her hero,” she murmured. “She told me how you tried to save her life, when you hardly knew her, and how hard you fought to get back from the spatial rift, and how you went to command school while you were on Voyager, and how when she got really sick, you took care of her. She just worships you, KT,” Kit marveled at it.

“Yeah?” Kieran smiled, eyes still damp. “Well, it’s mutual. She’s the most intelligent, beautiful woman I’ve ever known,” she bragged. “I try to pretend that if I work hard enough at it, I might actually deserve her, someday,” she grinned.

_______________

Kieran and Kit strolled along the boardwalk after lunch, taking in the ships in dock, the barges moving through the bay, and stopping to feed some begging sea lions that were hanging out on the pier. Kit spotted a familiar logo hanging off a building down the street, with a dragon and a tiger regarding each other. “That’s a dojo,” she pointed excitedly. “Come on,” she set out at a jog, and Kieran had to sprint after her.

Kit went right inside to check out the sparring ring, the trophy case, and the board that listed all of the classes available. She grinned ear to ear. “They have advanced weapons classes, AND anbo-jytsu,” her voice fluttered with excitement. “Now I know I can be happy at the Academy.”

One of the instructors came into the reception area from the back, smiling at the two women. She started to ask “May I help you?” but stopped when she recognized Kit.

“Oh my,” she clapped her hands together. “I can’t believe this,” she stammered. “You’re Kit McCallister, aren’t you?”

Kit nodded. “Yes, Ma’am.”

“I just read your bio in the Kenpo Quarterly,” she admitted. “I have the copy in the back. Would you please autograph it for me?” she asked faintly.

“Of course,” Kit agreed graciously. She waited patiently for the older woman to return, then leaned against the counter to sign the article. “I’m thinking of attending the Academy,” she advised the instructor, “and I need a dojo. Do you think I could find a good sparring partner here?”

The woman nodded vigorously. “We have twenty black belts, alone, and forty brown, all ages, men and women. I’m sure you could find a worthy opponent any night of the week, if you join.”

Kit took a brochure. “Thanks. I’ll let you know, Miss—ah—” 

“Kihei,” she extended her hand. “Kihei Apiki. Please, if you do come back, spar with me, sometime. I could learn so much from you,” she enthused.

Kit smiled. “That’d be great. Thanks for the information,” she said as she shook the woman’s hand, smiling warmly.

Kieran watched with mild amusement as Kit interacted with her fan. As they left together, she patted Kit’s shoulder. “You handled that better than I do,” she complimented her. “Very poised.”

“It used to shock me,” Kit admitted. “But now it happens at tourneys all the time, so I’m better with it. You must get it all the time, too,” she gazed up at her idol.

“More than I’m comfortable with, that’s for sure,” Kieran agreed. “Hey, we need to head back. It’s getting late, and I want to be early for the game. I’m sorry to cut your tourist trip short, kiddo.”

Kit tried not to show her disappointment. “It’s okay. Let’s get going, then.” She headed back toward campus. “Can I really come and see you again, sometime?” she asked meekly.

Kieran draped an arm around her shoulder, feeling Kit’s arm around her waist immediately. “Of course you can. I’ll give you my home comm account code, and my office, and anytime you want to talk, you hail me. Okay?”

Kit squeezed her lightly. “Thanks. That’s really generous of you.”

“And the speaker’s bureau will be at your school tomorrow. After the talk, we’ll all take you to lunch. And I will be at the tourney in Chicago, if I can manage to clear my calendar that day.” She wanted to assure her new friend of her interest, because she could tell it meant so much to Kit. “Whether you decide to choose Starfleet or not, Kit, I want to know what’s going on with you, okay?”

“Okay, KT,” Kit smiled up at her, matching her stride enthusiastically. “Meeting you has just been so great,” she swallowed hard, gazing up at the taller woman.

“Well, I expect you to cheer louder than anyone tonight, then, kiddo,” Kieran instructed her. “My team needs all the fans they can get.”

________________

Kieran Wildman changed into her casual uniform, the modified form of dress used aboard many ships and at informal functions. Admiral Brand had sent her a note requesting that since the game was to be televised, Kieran put a positive face on the Academy and on Starfleet by wearing military attire. She checked herself in the mirror, the long navy blue slacks, shiny black boots, red undershirt, and command red and blue short-waisted leather jacket. She affixed her pips to the jacket collar, hoping they were straight.

Kit McCallister watched patiently, seated in Kieran’s office. “Need help with that?” she asked, seeing Kieran was fiddling with the third pip.

“Yeah,” Kieran agreed. “I never can get the third one right,” she complained.

Kit came over while Kieran sat on the edge of her desk. Kieran lifted her chin, letting Kit align the last pip. Kit stepped back and looked her over. “You look imposing,” she pronounced appreciatively. 

Kieran snorted inelegantly. “Me?”

Kit nodded, dry mouthed. “Do you ever look in a mirror, Kieran?” she asked faintly.

“I avoid it as much as possible,” Kieran said honestly. “I dress for comfort, when I’m allowed to, and nothing else. Unless, of course, Naomi decides she wants me to wear something in particular,” she waggled her eyebrows at her potential recruit.

Kit laughed out loud, a rare event that warmed Kieran’s heart. “I imagine she particularly likes it when you wear nothing, in particular,” she quipped, making Kieran laugh right back.

Kieran’s face softened, regarding the younger woman. “I’ve had a blast with you, Kit,” she said fondly. “Thanks for coming to visit us.”

Kit’s face worked with emotion, then as quickly as the haunted expression came, it disappeared. “Thanks for having me, Commander,” she reverted to formalities to control her voice.

Kieran reached for her, still perched on the desk’s edge, pulling the smaller woman in for a hug. They held to each other for a long time, kindred spirits, finding that seldom found connection with another human being. “I wish you could stay a lot longer,” Kieran decided, easing Kit out of her embrace.

“Me, too,” Kit echoed the sentiment, eyes locked with Kieran’s. “I know this sounds silly, but I’m going to miss you. How can I miss somebody I just met?” she wondered.

“I don’t know.” Kieran was equally caught off guard. “But I’m going to miss you, too.”

Coach Perkins stuck her head in Kieran’s office, smiling. “The team’s all here, and they await your inspired vision, oh noble leader,” she smarted.

Kieran stuck her tongue out at Mary. “Wise ass,” she accused. “I’ll be right out. Come on, kiddo, let’s go address the troops,” she said as she slung an arm around Kit’s shoulders and started for the door.

________________

Kathryn Janeway stood on the transporter dais, looking around for a familiar face. She spotted Kieran, waiting at the transport controls and waving at the Captain.

Before she could step down, Kieran had her in a bear hug. “Damn, it’s good to see you, Kat,” she declared as she picked the smaller woman up and swung her around. 

“Put me down, Kieran,” Kathryn ordered her, laughing lightly. “I can always count on you for an enthusiastic reception,” she smiled. “Where is my wife?”

“Everyone else is at the school already. You’re a little late, Kat. We can take a transport and be there in five minutes. I’m glad you came in uniform,” she nodded approvingly. “Oh, and B’Elanna had a change of plans at the last minute, and she joined us too. The gang’s all here,” she smiled. 

“Should I be nervous about seeing Seven? Is she going to run from the room screaming?” Kathryn asked in a low voice.

“I think she’ll be glad to see you, honestly. She has seemed lonely, lately, but she isn’t dating anyone at the moment, and that tells me it’s because she’s still thinking too much about you,” Kieran speculated.

“Or you,” Kathryn pointed out, following Kieran to the transport.

“No, we settled that, Kat. It was a misunderstanding, that’s all,” Kieran contended. 

The transport hummed along the frosty ground of Illinois, past the farms and churches, over a rushing river. “There’s our stop,” Kieran told the pilot. “Can you drop us at the front door?”

“Sure thing, Commander,” he agreed. “You’re here to recruit Kit McCallister, I bet,” he said knowingly.

“As a matter of fact, I am,” she smiled. 

“Good luck. You’ll need it. It’s been like a parade through here for the past year, with all the schools and coaches and whatnot. She must be the most sought after kid in Illinois history,” he smiled. “Ladies,” he opened the door, “have a nice day in lovely Palatine.”

______________

The talk went well, and the students bombarded the Voyager crew with questions, some more personal than Kieran had anticipated. But everyone responded with aplomb, and when the talk was over, the students were clearly disappointed that it had ended so soon. Kieran brought Kit up to meet everyone, and invited her to lunch with the panel.

“Let me get my coat,” Kit said excitedly.

“Do you want to bring any of your friends?” Kieran asked quietly, so no one would overhear.

“Are you kidding? I want you guys all to myself,” she laughed happily. 

Kit got a very candid view of the Academy from B’Elanna Torres, Noah Lessing, and Tom Paris, and a more balanced version from Kathryn and Kieran. Naomi and Seven had only good things to say, and Chakotay stayed neutral on the subject. But he entertained Kit with tales of Voyager, and she liked the burly man very much. When the lunch broke up, Kieran and Naomi took Kit back to school, hugging her goodbye in the hallway outside her physics class.

“It’s been great getting to know you,” Kit told them both. “Naomi, I’ll see you Tuesday at the flight school, right?”

Naomi nodded. “I’m counting on you to teach me what I can’t seem to learn on my own,” she said gratefully.

Kieran smiled warmly at the younger woman. “You know, Kit, Naomi and I have been talking about your situation, and we wanted to make you a proposition we think you’ll really benefit from. If you’re still planning to sign with the Academy, we’d like you to spend the summer with us in Indiana. We’re going to build a basketball court at our farmhouse there, and you and Naomi can practice all summer together. I’ll be there most of the time, except when I’m on the road with my team. It’ll be crowded—Seven and Geejay will also be in the house. But I can give you the help you want, and maybe that will make up, in part, for the fact that I’ll only be coaching you for a year,” she offered. 

Kit’s eyes widened. “Don’t tease me,” she murmured. “You’re not joking are you?” she asked hopefully.

“I wouldn’t kid you about something like that—I am not an easy woman to live with,” Kieran laughed, leaning against the tiled wall. “I’ll work your ass off, kiddo. Won’t I, Na?”

Naomi nodded assent. “You should see the regimen she’s already planned,” she groaned, rolling her eyes. “And you’ll have chores, just like the rest of us,” she warned. “But you’ll be in the best shape of your life by August, and we’ll have fun, I promise,” Naomi grinned.

This time Kit’s eyes did fill with tears. “You’d do all that for me?” she asked, unbelieving. “Why?” she couldn’t help asking.

Kieran hugged her tightly. “Because people who are willing to work and sacrifice for their dreams deserve to realize them, Kit. It’s that simple. Think about it,” she said as she squeezed the younger woman affectionately. “And let us know as soon as you can, so we can start work on the court.” She held Kit a second longer, letting the news sink in. “Hey, sweetie,” she said gently, “don’t cry.” She patted the smaller woman’s shoulders, trying to soothe her.

Kit only cried harder. “I can’t help it,” she managed to say. “I’ve just never met anyone like you,” she gasped, clinging to Kieran. “You treat me better than my own family,” she said in a  stunned voice. “When I told Uncle Kenny I needed to practice all summer to get better at basketball, so I can play for you, he just said there was no way they could spare me from the flight school, and it was time for me to pay them back for the money they’ve spent raising me, and he needs me to work full-time all summer.”

Kieran sighed, hugging the distraught teenager to her. “You’re going to be eighteen in April, right?” she asked gently.

Kit nodded.

“Then you can do whatever you want once you graduate from high school. I’ll talk to your family, and we’ll figure out a way to do this, Kit. Trust me. Even if you have to walk away, that’s your right. This is your life, and your destiny. I promise, Naomi and I will keep you in food, clothes, and basketball shoes. You won’t have to work, not even part-time. You can concentrate on hoops, and on your studies, and you can take the placement exams in July. If it’s money that’s driving this issue with your uncle, I’ll figure out a way to get them what they think is fair.”

“KT,” Naomi warned, “that’s not legal, and you know it.”

“There are ways around it, Na. Somebody like Chakotay, who has no affiliation with Starfleet, could miraculously come into a sum of money that he just feels the need to donate to Kit’s family’s business. Look, I hate to do that, too, but taking Kit hostage for the summer is just madness,” Kieran contended. “My contract with the Fever is going to pay a small fortune. It’s not like you and I need it,” she pointed out. 

Kit pushed Kieran away. “No. I draw the line at your risking yourself to help me. You are not breaking any laws, directly or indirectly. I appreciate the sentiment, and God knows, I appreciate the generosity. But I’ll walk away from my family before I let you pay them under the table. You cannot compromise the school, or your integrity. Promise me, Commander,” she bit the words off. “Promise me, or I swear to God, I’ll sign with Harvard tonight,” she declared in a tone that made it clear the topic was not open to negotiation.

Kieran studied her intently. “Okay, I promise. Cross my mechanical heart,” she agreed. “You really think you can cut ties with your family, if they won’t be reasonable?”

Kit nodded. “I can. I will. You’re right. This is my future, not theirs. It’s time I took control of it,” she said resolutely.

______________

Seven of Nine walked beside Kathryn Janeway on the way to the transporter station. “Are you sure you don’t mind walking, instead of taking a transport shuttle?” Seven asked of her estranged spouse.

“I’m used to the cold, now,” Kathryn said, her breath coming out in billowing clouds. “I need to talk to you, Seven. It’s important,” she emphasized. “We have to make some decisions about Geejay,” she said, getting right to the point.

Seven stopped on the snow-covered sidewalk. “What sort of decisions?” she demanded, instantly worried.

They stood on a bridge overlooking a river, leaning on the railing. “I have to get on with my life, Seven,” Kathryn explained. “I’ve been offered a new ship. She’s one of the new Supremacy class vessels, and she’ll be commissioned in late summer or early fall. I’ll be shipping out then.” She stared out over the icy banks, watching the river rushing beneath the jagged shards.

“Will your missions be short term, or deep space excursions?” Seven asked faintly.

Kathryn shifted her weight on her feet. “Short term, to begin with, but once the ship has proven herself space worthy, deep space. I don’t know if or when I’ll be back this way. So you see, custody is about to get very complex,” she said, refocusing on the issue at hand.

Seven resumed her walk toward the station. “What solution do you propose?” she asked curtly.

Kathryn shoved her hands into the pockets of her pea coat. “I haven’t thought of any solutions,” she admitted. “Nothing I envision seems fair to both of us, and least of all to Geejay,” she sighed. “I don’t want to take her away from her friends at school, or Katie, or Naomi or you,” she said regretfully.

“Then don’t,” Seven retorted, her ice blue eyes pained. “I could not bear it if you tried to take her from me and I would never forgive you,” she intoned sternly.

“Seems to me you’re never going to forgive me, anyway,” Kathryn supplied, hunching into her coat to block the sudden gust of wind. “I don’t want to give her up, anymore than you do. And I don’t think I should have to.”

Seven stuck her chin out defiantly. “If you are the one choosing to leave, then you should,” she argued.

“When we agreed to have a child,” Kathryn reminded her, “we agreed to raise her together. You’re the one that bailed out on that bargain,” she said, getting angry.

Seven whirled on her wife. “I left because you assaulted me physically and sexually, Kathryn.”

Kathryn jammed her hands further into her pockets. “I know that. And as I have told you, I am sorry, and although I feel partially to blame, I also think it’s unfair of you to hold me accountable for an illness that gravely impacted my behavior.”

Seven spun back around, marching onward. “I won’t hand her over to you,” she advised her wife. “She is happy with me—with us,” she contended. “She loves Kieran, and she loves seeing Naomi every weekend, and she has regular playdates with Katie. You’re the only person she will even know on your new ship. That is unacceptable,” Seven decided, her stride lengthening with her distress.

“Seven,” Kathryn grabbed her arm. “I can’t walk that fast. Will you listen, please? I am not proposing that you hand her over to me, not at all,” she sounded desperate. “I am going to have civilian and Starfleet personnel on this ship, and you could come too. I need a science officer. I need a tactical officer. I need someone to run Astrometrics. You could have any of those jobs.”

“You want me to come with you,” Seven stated flatly. “Just like that. Leave Naomi and Kieran, and B’Elanna and Noah, leave our goddaughter—but I’ll still have our own child, and lucky me, a job on your shiny new ship,” she practically spat the words. 

Kathryn was becoming exasperated. “What more do you want, Seven? Would you like me to sit on my ass in Indiana for the rest of my life, doing nothing? I am a starship captain, damn it, and you knew that when you married me,” she hissed. “I’m going to try to get B’Elanna to take the Chief Engineer’s position—Admiral Paris will recommission her, if she agrees. Noah will go wherever B’Elanna goes, and Katie will go with them,” she offered.

Seven stomped the snow off her feet before entering the transport station. “And what of Naomi and Kieran?”

Kathryn sighed. “I offered Kieran my first officer’s job, and she said no. She wants to see Naomi through school. There is nothing I can do about that. I’m sorry,” she said tersely. “It’s the way of Starfleet, and you know that. It is almost impossible to keep families together, and Naomi is a grown woman now. I cannot tell her where to go or what to do, anymore than I can force Kieran to leave Naomi behind at the Academy. This is the best compromise I have, Seven,” she said resolutely as she shook the cold from her bones, taking off her coat.

Seven ground her back teeth, frustrated. “You’ve already decided. I either have to go with you or fight you in court,” she stated the facts.

Kathryn held up her hand. “I did not threaten you with any sort of legal action. I have not even considered the repercussions if you refuse this offer. I just want you to think about it, please. Will you do that?”

Seven breathed deeply, letting the exhalation calm her. “Yes. I will think about it.”

“Let me at least show you the ship schematics, and the design mock-ups,” Kathryn said in her most peruasive tone, trying to entice her spouse to seriously consider the offer. “So you can make an informed decision. Can I do that?” she pleaded.

Seven’s color returned to normal. “All right. When?”

Kathryn tried not to smile. “I am going to come to San Francisco tomorrow. I have meetings with Admiral Paris, and the designers from Mars Planetia. You can come along, then, if you like. I think you’d be fascinated by the presentation the designers are going to give,” she enthused. “And I’d like to take you to dinner, and discuss this some more. Please, Seven, hear me out on this. I think this is an opportunity for you to write your own ticket, professionally.”

Seven swallowed her ire, nodding slowly. “All right, Kathryn. I will meet you for dinner, but I do not want to attend any formal meetings. I have a full day tomorrow.”

Kathryn was disappointed but she didn’t show it. “All right. Let’s meet at Four Pips at seven.”

“Four Pips. Isn’t that rather—ostentatious?” Seven aksed, her disapproval evident.

“No, it’s a lovely restaurant. The food is excellent, the wine list is superlative, and I know the proprietor. We can get a private, quiet table, and I can show you all the important things about the ship that will let you make an informed decision.”

Seven considered. “Seven o’clock,” she reiterated. “Do not be late,” she added, just to have the last word.

___________________

Kieran and Naomi sat together on the transport, holding hands. “Thank you for agreeing to this,” Kieran said, kissing Naomi’s cheek. “I know it isn’t exactly what you had in mind for your summer break, but I just—I don’t know, Na, there’s something about that kid. She needs a guiding hand, and I think you and I could provide it.”

“I think so, too,” Naomi agreed. “I feel it with her as much as you do. She’s just got this incredible need,” she acceded. “She looks at you like she’s starving, and only you can fill the hunger,” she commented. “And I don’t mean that in any romantic way. I recognize the look, though, and I recognize the need. She’s just like I was, after Mom died. And I know you, love. You always respond to that sort of encompassing need, just like you did with me. I’m happy to open our home to her, and I’m happy to do whatever I can to help her. I get the sense that there is something terribly amiss in her house, too. Don’t you?”

Kieran nodded grimly. “I do. I can’t put my finger on it, either, but something is not right in that situation. Kit should be self-confident and at ease, yet I get the feeling she is an insecure little girl who jumps at her shadow. Plus, there’s something a bit curious about a kid who has multiple black belts. What is she so damned afraid of?”

Naomi nodded vigorously. “Exactly my thoughts. It’s a defense mechanism, I’m sure of it,” she agreed.

Kieran hugged her. “You’re loving the psych classes, aren’t you?”

Naomi shyly nodded. “I think you might have been right, honey. I think maybe I’m supposed to be a Ship’s Counselor, and not an Engineer. I love Engineering, but I’m so drawn to the social sciences, now.”

Kieran nodded in understanding. “I can see you doing that, I really can. Only, that means more school. You know that, don’t you?”

Naomi swallowed hard. “What does that mean for us, if I want to go to the Counselor Training program?”

Kieran tried not to sigh. “Well, it probably means two additional years of school, unless you could get Dr. Kalantzis to design a special accelerated program for you. You’ll have to talk to Admiral Brand, and to Kalantzis, and see what they can come up with. Do you want to do that, and see what they say?”

“Only if you’re really okay with our doing that,” Naomi supplied.

Kieran hugged her tighter, wondering if her own career could survive such a lengthy delay. Admiral Brand said she didn’t get her first command until she was forty. If I don’t get a first officer’s job until I’m thirty-eight, that’d put me in command at about forty. “When we decided you would go to school,” Kieran admitted, “I figured you’d test out of two years of coursework. But I wasn’t sure, and I also knew there was a chance you might want to do post-graduate work,” she kissed Naomi’s hair. “I even mentioned the possibility to Admiral Brand, because she said she’d basically kill to keep me on for several years, instead of releasing me to a ship.

“I think, Na, you’d be a wonderful Ship’s Counselor. You’re caring and compassionate and patient to a fault. And it will be easy to work with you under my command, because our styles are so compatible. I think it’d be the perfect fit for us both, don’t you?”

Naomi threw her arms around Kieran’s neck. “I love you, KT,” she said against Kieran’s throat, squeezing the daylights out of her. “I’ve been so afraid to tell you what I want to do, because you’ve already sacrificed so much for me,” she murmured as she buried her face in Kieran’s shoulder. “You really would be willing to wait to get back on a ship?”

Kieran nuzzled her cheek. “I can’t imagine being away from you, that’s for sure,” she vowed. “Just the thought makes me physically ill. I know how hard it is just sleeping apart through the week. If I couldn’t be with you for months on end, I’d go stark raving mad.” She breathed the scent of Naomi’s body, the combination of cologne, hair products, and Naomi’s personal chemistry. “I love you so much, Na,” she said through the lump in her throat. “I’d do anything for you, you know that. At one point, I was ready to wait five years while you went off with the Traveler. This is much easier—I get to live with you, at least.” 

Naomi clung to her, certain that there was no better partner for her in the known worlds. “Thank you for this,” she whispered. “I will make it up to you for the rest of our lives, I promise.”

Kieran took Naomi’s face in her hands. “I’ll hold you to that, my love.” She kissed her deeply, acutely aware of how important a milestone they had reached.  “When we get back, let’s go see Admiral Brand. She wasn’t going to leave for mid-term break, and we might as well start hammering out the details. You’ll have to apply to the Counselor Training program, but that’s no sweat. I’ll write one recommendation, Kathryn can write the second, and Deanna will give you the third. You can get a head start studying for the proficiency exams, before you even start the program. You and Kit can cram all summer. It’ll give her a study partner,” Kieran decided. “And I think I’ll repeat my command training, if the Admiral thinks that’s a wise course of action. Not that I enjoyed it much the first time, but a more formal program than the crash course I took on Voyager might be in order.”

Naomi’s look was unwavering and intensely loving. “You are my heart, Kieran Wildman,” she stated vehemently. “Always and only you, absolutely, exclusively, eternally. I want you to know that in every fiber of your being.”

Kieran kissed her again. “Honey, I do believe that. It’s what sustains me through everything.”

___________________

Admiral Brand was grinning like a Cheshire cat when Naomi and Kieran entered her office. “You’ll never guess what I got, today, via holofacsimile,” she said immediately, without even a ‘hello’ for the two women. “Kit McCallister’s letter of intent. She’s sending the original to you, but I got the copy not an hour ago,” she took Kieran’s hand and shook it firmly. “I can’t tell you how pleased I am. She also sent a glowing assessment of you, your basketball program, your family, and everything you did for her while she was here. It sounds like you went above and beyond to land this kid.” The Admiral waved them into their seats. “I wish I had ten more recruiters just like you,” she praised the Commander.

Kieran smiled. “Thank you, Admiral. I’m glad to hear you say that, because you may have me a lot longer than we originally planned,” she advised, watching the Admiral’s reaction. 

Brand’s face lit up. “Naomi wants to go to grad school?” she guessed immediately.

“I do,” Naomi affirmed. “And Kieran has agreed to forego a transfer to a ship until I’m finished.” Her face softened as she took Kieran’s hand, smiling confidently. “I want to be a Ship’s Counselor, Admiral, and hopefully, someday, I’ll be as good at it as Kieran was,” she complimented her wife.

“I’m so pleased, for various reasons, most of which are purely selfish,” Brand grinned as she started punching information into her work station. “I’m sending Doctor Kalantzis a memo, advising her to expect your application. She will have to discuss a possible curriculum with you. I imagine, since you have a year of undergraduate studies left, she’ll want to change your schedule for next year to make sure you have all the prerequisites.”

Naomi nodded. “Is it possible to do the program in less than the usual two years?”

Brand bit her lip. “Not ordinarily, but if there’s a way, Sheila will tell you. If you already had four years of undergrad work, sometimes we do a one year master’s, but since you placed out of two years already, it’s less likely there are any more shortcuts,” she explained. “But I will encourage her to do what she can,” the Admiral assured her as she finished typing in the message. “If you need a letter of recommendation, Naomi, just ask. I write really good ones,” she boasted playfully.

“That’s a lot better than having me, Na,” Kieran advised. “Deanna and Kathryn will carry more weight than I ever could, and Admiral Brand’s endorsement is like getting pre-approved,” she said in a thoroughly pleased tone. “You’re sure to get in,” she enthused.

Admiral Brand snorted. “With her grades, she could get into any program we offer,” she complimented the young cadet. “I think the two of you will make a superlative command team, someday,” she predicted, her eyes glowing warmly. “This is a red letter day for me,” she chuckled. “You landed McCallister, and Naomi is going to grad school, and I get to keep you in my clutches for three more years,” she chortled, rubbing her hands together in delight.

“What do you think about my prospects, Admiral?” Kieran asked. “I don’t want to hurt my own career, and I do think this is a crucial time for my own development. If you were me, would you repeat command school?”

Brand laughed. “Kieran,” she rested her chin in her hand, “you got some of the highest scores on your exams I’ve ever seen. You wouldn’t get much out of repeating the same course work. If it were me, I’d do a doctorate degree. You could do it in any subject area you want—Administration, if you think you might want to be an Admiral; Psychology, if you want more insight as a captain; Diplomacy and Political Science, if you want to be an Ambassador someday; you could even do a degree in Military and Tactical Strategy. The possibilities are endless. Hell,” she chuckled, “you could get an advanced degree in Archeology, if that’s what stokes your warp core,” she grinned. “It doesn’t really matter, because you’ll have your own ship within two years of your initial assignment as a first officer. But let’s have a meeting with some of the big brass, and ask them what they think. Admirals Paris, Nechayev, Yamamoto, and Washington should do. Is Monday soon enough?” 

Kieran’s eyes widened. “Yes Ma’am,” she was instantly formal. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

“At ease,” Brand joked. “They’re my poker buddies, and they’ll fall all over themselves to get to see you again,” she laughed. “Big fans of the basketball program. They all have season tickets. By the way, nice job annihilating UConn last night. I have a friend there who had to shave his head for losing a bet to me,” she snickered, crossing her arms with satisfaction, punching up a photo of her friend. She spun the view screen. “Nice look, don’t you think?” she pointed to ‘before’ and to ‘after’. 

Kieran burst out laughing. “You made him shave his head? What if you had lost the bet?”

Brand grinned wickedly. “I’d be bald right now, Commander, and you’d be scrubbing toilets in my ensuite,” she chuckled.

________________

The Wildmans had to hustle from Admiral Brand’s office to make it to practice on time. They kissed each other goodbye at the door, and Naomi sprinted off to change her clothes while Kieran joined her assistant coaches in the gym.

“Sorry I’m late. Naomi and I had a meeting with Admiral Brand,” she explained to the other women. “I was thinking, since they kicked UConn’s ass, practice tonight should be short and sweet,” Kieran added. “Let them scrimmage for an hour, and send them home. Agreed?”

Coach Perkins nodded. “I think that’s good. I’d like to go over the game film before we really work them again, anyway, so we can target the areas where they flagged.” 

Coach Freeman also agreed. “I thought they played very well,” she chimed in.

“Well,” Kieran smiled, “I don’t have to see the film to tell you what they need to work on. Transition defense. They have got to get back on the break, and they have got to get back faster. And rebounding. Sim doesn’t seem to understand the concept of boxing out. I want one of you to show her how to use her ass. As big as she is, she’s got no excuse for letting smaller opponents beat her out on the boards. I also want them to get better at the two-three zone. They need to work on switching and double teaming, without leaving anyone wide open for a three. You watch the game film and you tell me if I missed anything, Mary. If I did, I’ll buy you a beer,” she smirked.

Mary Perkins regarded Kieran Wildman with a cool sense of respect. “I don’t know how you do it, KT,” she admitted. “I was so busy being caught up in the game, I could only tell you play to play what happened. I didn’t come away from the game with any overall sense of our weaknesses, not really.”

Kieran shrugged. “It comes from being hypercritical of myself, I suppose,” she said softly. “I’m accustomed to ripping my own performance apart in everything. If you’d ever gone to command school, you’d understand,” she laughed. 

“Or served under Janeway,” Coach Freeman added, chuckling. “I’ve heard she can chew more ass than a grizzly bear just out of hibernation,” she grinned.

“Believe it,” Kieran agreed. “You haven’t lived until you’ve been on the receiving end of one of her shit fits.”

Sarah Freeman leaned in closer. “You’ve been a victim?” she asked, whispering.

Kieran winked at her. “She threatened to throw me in the brig, once, if that qualifies,” she laughed. “That’s a story best told over drinks,” she added as she shoved her whistle in her mouth. “Let’s go run their asses off,” she smirked, sauntering out onto the court.

________________

Naomi Wildman trotted off the court, heading for the showers. It had been an extraordinarily long day, between the trip to Palatine and the meeting with Admiral Brand, and finally confessing to Kieran that she wanted to stay at the Academy longer. She had fretted over the admission, even though K-Mom had told her Kieran would probably agree to the longer tenure. Naomi puzzled over her own behavior as the water sluiced down her aching shoulders.

Kieran has always put my needs first, so why would I doubt for a second that she would support me in this decision? She walked away from First Officer of Enterprise to do what she thought was best for my growth and my career. She is unselfish to a fault, Naomi realized, scrubbing her fingers through her hair to rinse the shampoo away. 

And that’s the problem. I was afraid I was taking advantage of her by asking. Admiral Brand doesn’t seem to think the additional detour from command will be overly detrimental. I really have to talk to Kieran about it, though, because I don’t want to do this if it will hurt her career. Still, the timing is good—she’s young enough, Starfleet thinks the world of her, and if I get this out of the way, my career is set. Kieran and I can take a ship together, someday, run it as a Captain-Counselor team. And we can have a family, after we’re settled in. She’s so solid, so steady that way. If we make a plan, she’ll stick to it, and she’ll make sure it happens for us. 

Naomi glanced around the showers at her teammates, thinking about their situations. Shane Bilbrey, the star of the team, had a girlfriend, but Shane seemed to be sleeping with other women every chance she got. Kathy Simmons fell in love every other week, was convinced her latest lover was ‘the one’, and then it fell apart as quickly as it began. Jenny Calvert was engaged to an ensign on Windjammer, and she spent a lot of her time pining for her boyfriend. He hadn’t had the luxury of choosing to stay with her at the Academy, or if he did, he chose not to stay. Jenny seemed sad a lot of the time. Penny Carpenter was the hit and quit expert on the team, one-night stands in serial strings, and she seemed to be having a lot of fun, but when it came to big events, she had to attend alone. Overall, Naomi decided, she had the best deal around. Kieran always listened to her, loved her unconditionally, and never failed to tell her so. Kieran had forgiven her for intruding into the Lenara Kahn holodeck programs, and there was never another reproach from her wife on the subject.  And Kieran was faithful and attentive. She doubted any of her teammates could profess to have a partner as dedicated or trustworthy.

She turned off the overhead spray, toweling herself dry and making her way back to her locker. She took a second towel to wrap her hair, scrubbed the droplets from her limbs, and opened her locker to retrieve her clothing. Inside her locker was an envelope with her name on the front. She hurriedly dressed, tugging her socks and shoes on, settling on the long wooden bench to read the note.

Inside the envelope was a card with a photograph of Qian as seen from orbit. Inside the card, Kieran had written:

My lovely Naomi:

One year ago today, you changed my life forever by choosing me to be your lover. For as long as you will have me, I will be that for you—always, and only you. Absolutely, exclusively, and if you will let me, eternally.

Please meet me at your quad after practice. I want to celebrate the significance of this day with you, my beloved.

Your loving wife,

Kieran Wildman

Naomi hugged the small card to her chest, closing her eyes. The day had been so hectic, she had actually forgotten that she and Kieran had become lovers a year before, while they were asylumed on Qian. She clutched the necklace Kieran had given her, a tear-drop shaped hemet stone from Qian, a pale jade green, suspended on a fine gold chain that she never removed. Kieran had remembered, despite all the activity and chaos, and had planned an evening with her.

Jenny Calvert was just leaving the locker room when she spotted Naomi, eyes closed, holding something around her neck. “Wildwoman, are you okay?” she asked softly, straddling the long bench in front of the Ktarian.

“I’m wonderful,” Naomi smiled, opening her hazel eyes. 

“You looked—far away,” Jenny smiled at her teammate, touching Naomi’s sleeve. 

“Today is Kieran’s and my anniversary. I was thinking of Qian, in the Delta Quadrant, where we became lovers. I guess I was far away,” she agreed. “I have to go meet her,” she added, rising to go.

“I’ll walk with you. I can’t fathom it, though, Na. You and the coach? I mean, I know you’re married, but it just seems so bizarre, that you’d be married to your coach,” she observed as she shouldered her duffel bag and followed Naomi out of the locker room.

“Kieran taught me to play ball,” Naomi shared. “I had no intention of playing for the Academy, but she convinced me it would be fun, so I tried out. Honestly, I don’t think of myself as an athlete—not compared to her.” She shifted her backpack so it hung off one shoulder, contemplating her relationship with Kieran.

They walked out of the arena and past Kieran’s statue, both stopping to look at it.

“She was something, in the day,” Jenny said admiringly, sweeping her shoulder length brown hair behind her ears. “How weird is it, that she’s so much older than you?”

Naomi shrugged. “I don’t think of her that way. Age is such a relative thing, and so meaningless to me. You know about the bacterial illness the Voyager crew got, right?”

Jenny nodded. “I know you almost died. And you were really, really sick with it.”

“I aged from ten to almost fifty over the course of two years. So at one point, I was actually older than Kieran—a lot older. My hair turned gray, I had wrinkles, I looked old enough to be her mother. And Kieran,” Naomi’s voice caught, and she bit her lip.

“Kieran what?” Jenny encouraged her, putting an arm around her. 

Naomi’s face clouded with emotion. “She never once looked at me as if I were old, or ugly, or anything but the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen. She was devoted and patient and perfect,” Naomi said softly. “So when I look at her, I don’t see an older woman. I just see the only woman I’ve ever loved,” she concluded, face shining.

They resumed their walk across campus, heading for Naomi’s quad as the street lamps winked on overhead to cut through the gathering darkness.

“She does a remarkable job of treating you like everyone else, as far as the team goes. But I’ve seen you guys a couple of times, on campus, and the difference in how she acts off the court with you—it’s really obvious she loves you, Wildwoman. And why wouldn’t she? You’re gorgeous,” she complimented her teammate.

Naomi blushed. “Thanks. As long as Kieran thinks so, that’s the only thing I care about. Personally, I think I’m the lucky one.”

“Yeah, I can see that, too,” Jenny admitted. “After the UConn game, Coach was trying to get to the sidelines after shaking everyone’s hand, so she could get back to the team, and all these women from the stands were just ambushing her. It was like a locust swarm—cheerleaders, fans, I even saw a couple of celebrities trying to get her to talk to them. It’s like nobody even acknowledges that she’s married, the way they flirt with her. And she’s smooth, Na, so silky. She just pretends she doesn’t even notice that they’re coming on to her. She’s polite and proper and never lets it ripple her calm.”

Naomi frowned. “I never noticed other women flirting with her, J-Cal,” she growled.

“You have to expect that,” Jenny contended. “She’s famous. And she has a shoe contract. Gold diggers are going to abound. And hell, let’s face it, she’s cute. Not everyone is going to respect those fancy wedding rings you two wear,” she noted. “But don’t worry about it. Coach blew off all of them. She was only interested in getting back to the huddle, all business. And in getting back to you.”

“I know Kieran is committed to me, and I know she would never break any of our vows,” Naomi said thoughtfully. “But it pisses me off that women flirt with her,” she decided. “That’s just so disrespectful.”

“Yeah, I’d be pissed if I thought women were always coming on to Rick,” she referred to her fiancée. “But then, he’s a guy, and guys have zero willpower,” she laughed. “Touch his zipper, he’s a goner,” she winked at Naomi.

Naomi laughed. “I don’t envy you then, if he’s that easy. Do you worry he’ll fool around?” she dropped her voice to a near whisper.

“No, because he knows I’d castrate him if he did and I found out. But then, I don’t have any way of knowing what he does when he’s aboard ship,” she admitted. 

Naomi stopped in front of her quad. “Thanks for walking with me. I have to go meet Kieran now. See you in practice tomorrow.”

“See ya, Wildwoman. Have a great time,” she said with a waggle of her eyebrows.

_________________

Naomi Wildman keyed the entry to her quad, noticing nothing different about her surroundings until she got to her room. The privacy shield was in place, and behind it, the small enclosure was lit with a dozen candles. The bed was strewn with velvet rose petals of yellow and red. Kieran waited in her white silk pajamas, sitting in the chair of Naomi’s workstation.

“Hello, love,” Kieran said softly, getting up to greet her wife. “Happy anniversary,” she murmured, taking Naomi in her arms and kissing her tentatively.

Naomi twined her arms around Kieran’s neck, deepening their kiss. “Honey, you are such a romantic.”

Kieran smiled. “Am I tedious?” she asked.

“Never tedious,” Naomi assured her. “This is very pretty,” she indicated the bed. “But why didn’t you do this at home and have me come there?”

“I know you have a lot to do on campus this week. I didn’t want to impose on your time,” she admitted, touching Naomi’s face.

“Kieran, you are never an imposition,” Naomi contended. “If you’d rather go home, where we can have more privacy, we can,” she asserted.

Kieran shrugged. “I’m fine with being here, unless you’re worried about your quad mates overhearing us,” she decided.

“No, I’m not worried about that. Actually, this is kind of sweet,” she allowed, tugging Kieran down on the bed. “The rose petals are a nice touch.”

Kieran kissed her once more. “My thoughts have been anything but sweet,” she growled in Naomi’s ear. “I thought about you naked, and lying on a blanket of rose petals, and my hands all over you,” she said. “I love your body, Naomi,” she breathed softly against the Ktarian’s face. “You’re so incredibly beautiful, and I want to touch you,” she sighed, reaching for the closure of Naomi’s uniform, feeling her wife yielding to her words. “I need to touch you, honey. I want your breasts in my hands, and your nipples in my mouth, and I want your legs around my back,” her words grew more exigent as she removed clothing.

Naomi moved to help Kieran undress her, eyes darkening with desire. She kissed Kieran, her mouth fierce and immediate. “Keep talking to me,” she requested, her voice low and demanding. “God, Kieran, I love it.” She was startled at herself, at the strength and urgency of her response to it.

Kieran nipped at the bare flesh of Naomi’s throat, teeth careful but insistent. “I love the way you breathe, when I do that,” she murmured. “Your whole body fills with air, and your back arches, and I can’t keep my hands off of you when you give yourself up to me like that,” she said, gasping at the sensation of Naomi’s nipples against her palms. She tasted them each in turn while eager hands removed more clothing. Naomi was finally naked, draped in the slinky fabric of Kieran’s pajamas, lying beneath Kieran’s body. Kieran moved against her suggestively, letting the cloth arouse her spouse with tantalizing friction. “I love your breasts,” Kieran sighed against them, lips feverish against the erect nipples, hands filled with the swells of flesh. “I love how they feel in my hands, and how your nipples feel against my tongue,” she whispered.

Naomi groaned, holding Kieran’s head to her breasts. “Tell me,” she whimpered.

Kieran moved to take Naomi in her arms, kissing her passionately, tongue questing, dancing, exploring. She let her fingers trace the outline of Naomi’s triangular thatch of hair, brushing lightly, scratching occasionally. “Open your legs,” she demanded, biting Naomi’s throat and eliciting a sharp intake of breath. “You feel so good,” she said into Naomi’s neck, nuzzling. “I want my fingers inside you.” She obediently described her intentions, voice dropping an octave as her desire asserted itself. “I love to touch your lips, and feel you get wet beneath my fingers,” she demonstrated, making Naomi’s hips rise off the mattress. “Do you like that?” she asked, teasing.

Naomi squeezed Kieran tighter, shuddering. “Yes,” she replied sharply, her voice strained. “Please, don’t stop,” she begged.

“Honey,” Kieran said as she rubbed Naomi’s clit lightly, “I have no intention of stopping, not until you’re clawing at the sheets and crying out my name,” she said against Naomi’s ear. “God, you’re so wet, Na,” she breathed, drawing her fingertip through the fluid, painting the moisture over Naomi’s clitoris. “You’re so huge,” she informed her lover, “so swollen.” She cupped Naomi’s sex in her hand, cradling it. “Do you want me to make love to you with my tongue?” she asked, feeling Naomi’s body surge at the suggestion. “Because I will, Naomi, I’ll suck and lick you until you’re sobbing,” she promised, “until you can’t take another second. I want your hands in my hair, pressing my face into you, and your ass in my hands, holding your legs apart for my mouth,” she growled.

Naomi writhed beneath Kieran’s fingers, moaning, feeling out of control. “God, KT, please, do it,” she begged, guiding Kieran’s body down the length of the mattress, drawing her legs up to give her wife access.

Kieran devoured Naomi then, merciless in her delivery, fingers penetrating everywhere, tongue frantic, lips sucking and fierce. Naomi cried out harshly, coming so hard the bed shook with the force of it. “Kieran!” she gasped. “God, yes, like that,” she shouted, the climax lifting her off the bed. Kieran held the soft swell of her buttocks, not letting her wriggle away, driving her to the end of the orgasm, searching for the means to start yet another one. She curled her fingers inside Naomi’s walls, finding a sensitive spot, and Naomi lurched again, coming a second time. 

“Kieran,” she groaned, “God, touch me,” she gasped, moving against Kieran’s fingers. Kieran felt Naomi’s vaginal walls closing again, and reclaimed her clitoris with gentle lips, pushing her to yet another peak. Kieran marveled at Naomi’s capacity for pleasure, and smiled into her sex, focusing her ministrations yet again. Finally, Naomi pushed her away, reaching for Kieran and bringing them face to face. 

Naomi gazed into Kieran’s eyes, searching them, bewildered and overwhelmed. “My God,” she gasped as she collapsed back on the pillow, taking Kieran with her. She started to laugh, then burst into tears. 

Kieran held her, rocking her softly, soothing her. “I’ve got you, baby, it’s okay,” she assured her wife. “Let it go, now, Na,” she requested. Naomi let the torrent hit full force, safe in the arms of her only love, crying herself out. 

They lay together that way for a very long time, Naomi crying softly, Kieran holding her, carressing her shoulders. “I love you, sweetie,” Kieran said gently, arms supportive and strong around her wife’s fragile body and still more fragile emotions.

“Thank you,” Naomi murmured, brain simply overloaded.

“For what? Loving you?” Kieran asked, chuckling.

“For being brave enough to talk to me like that. I know it’s not always comfortable for you,” she acknowledged. “What made you get so descriptive?” she smiled.

Kieran laughed. “I know how much it gets to me when you do it, and it didn’t seem fair that I never even try—well, except that night you got so drunk, and I had enough alcohol in me that my inhibitions were gone. I wanted to try it sober. I figured if it gets me so worked up, it might be good for you, too. I want to make sure you’re getting what you need,” she said quietly, kissing Naomi’s hair tenderly.

“Well, consider it a huge success. I’ve never had multiple orgasms before. I was starting to think my body just wasn’t capable of it,” she said happily. “But now I know better.”

“The great thing is,” Kieran encouraged as she hugged Naomi tightly, “once it happens the first time, it’s a lot more likely to happen again.”

Naomi kissed her lingeringly. “I’m not sure I could survive it, if it happened very often,” she joked. She snuggled into Kieran, mind and body overwhelmed at the experience, vulnerability laid bare. “I need you,” she finally whispered. “Don’t ever leave me.”

Kieran moved them carefully so she could look at Naomi. “Honey, I never will. Why would you even say that?” she asked, worried. 

“I walked back from practice with J-Cal,” she informed her wife. “She told me at the game last night, there were women prowling for you—cheerleaders, fans, even a couple of celebrities, she said,” Naomi related, admitting her fears. “I told you once I’d never turn my back, and yet, I didn’t even notice there were a slew of women flirting with you.”

Kieran held Naomi closer, moving to peer down at her. “Naomi, I will never, ever leave you, and I will never be unfaithful to you. You are my soul mate, and my last love. I belong to you, as surely as if you had marked my body to claim me. I should have warned you about the stalkers and the groupies, because J-Cal is right, there are going to be women prowling, and they will be coming after me. It’s not bad now, but once I start to play pro ball, it will be a lot worse. But you have to believe in me, and know in every fiber of your being that you are the only woman I want. Always, and only you. Do you trust me?” she asked urgently.

Naomi gazed up into sincere brown eyes, eyes that regarded her with the tenderest expression she’d ever seen. “Oh, my love,” she whispered, kissing Kieran fiercely, “I do, I trust you with my heart and my love and my life,” she vowed. 

“Na,” Kieran continued, “there’s something else. You have to be prepared for it, because it’s bound to happen. There will be men and women prowling for you, too. As soon as your name gets out, two, maybe three games from now, the attention will be there. When I played, it was a constant barrage of invitations to parties, dates, and blatant attempts at seduction. I want you to be careful, because it’s very easy to get in over your head and end up in a compromising position,” she counseled. 

“Okay,” Naomi said cautiously, looking frightened. “What sorts of things do I look for?”

Kieran considered. “Well, obviously, don’t ever go home with anyone, or to a party with anyone, or agree to meet anyone. At away games, I’ll come to your room with you, to make sure no one is waiting for you inside. Make your quad mates understand they cannot let anyone in your quad that they don’t know personally.”

“Wait—people will try to get in my room?” Naomi was aghast.

“They might. I found a naked stranger in my room once, when the team went to New Orleans. I walked in, and there was this gorgeous red head, buck naked, waiting for me. I’d never seen her before, but she was ready to have sex with me, or so she said,” Kieran recalled. “Scared the bejesus out of me. The hotel was apologetic, and even moresoe when Coach Kilkenny threatened them with a lawsuit,” she remembered.

“Can’t I room with you, on the road? There shouldn’t be any reason not to. We’re married,” Naomi said in near panic.

“I guess we could. Let me run it by Mary and Sarah, and see if they can think of any reason why we shouldn’t. But sweetie, part of the fun of playing ball is the comraderie with your team on the road. I just assumed you wouldn’t want to stay with me,” she explained. “I would totally understand if you’d rather not.”

Naomi considered. “I don’t know, KT. It has been fun, being part of the team, and getting to know all the girls.”

“Then that settles that. I’m not about to deprive you of the experience, Na. You should have fun. But be careful, that’s all. Okay?”

Naomi nodded. “And you will, too?”

“I am very careful,” Kieran assured her. “I blundered enough when I was on the team myself to know what the pitfalls are. I recognize a trawler when I see one now.” Kieran hugged her wife possessively, thinking how scary the world could be, especially for someone who was experientially thirteen years old. 

They lay together awhile longer, wrapped up in their own thoughts, content to cuddle together. “I almost forgot,” Kieran said, breaking the silence, untangling herself from her wife. “I have a couple of things for you.” She climbed out of bed, still in her pajamas. She went to Naomi’s workstation. “I replicated champagne for the occasion,” she informed her wife, retrieving two stasis flutes. “Not a whole bottle, since you have school in the morning,” she added as she handed one to Naomi. “And I wanted you to have this.” She gave Naomi a wrapped package, watching her wife’s expression.

They sipped their drinks, looking meaningfully at each other. “Doesn’t it seem more like a lifetime ago, than a year?” Naomi murmured, laying her hand on Kieran’s thigh.

Kieran nodded. “It does. We’ve been through a lot, Na. Aren’t you going to open that?” she asked anxiously, nodding at the package in Naomi’s hand.

Naomi grinned. “Anticipation can be so—delicious,” she said seductively, watching as Kieran’s eyes warmed. She deliberately set the gift on her nightstand, finishing her champagne and setting the flute aside, as well. “Excuse me a second.” She pulled on the robe Kieran’s parents had given her for a wedding present, and went into the common area to the replicator. She keyed in a command and came back with something in her pocket. She rejoined Kieran on the bed, waited while Kieran finished her drink, and took the flute away. 

She fixed Kieran with a purposeful look, taking the lapels of her pajama top in her hands and pulling her in for a heated kiss. “Take this off, please,” she requested, tugging at Kieran’s pajama top buttons.

Kieran obliged by removing the silk night shirt, letting Naomi gaze at her nakedness.

“All of it,” Naomi instructed her, eyes never leaving her gradually emerging body.

Kieran removed the pajama bottoms, giving Naomi a lopsided grin. 

“Now stretch out on the bed, face down,” Naomi said throatily.

Kieran trusted her lover completely, and so complied with the order without question or hesitation. She soon felt gentle hands moving over her back, light, teasing caresses that made her shiver with delight. Naomi kissed her shoulders, the back of her neck, her arms, her back, velvet lips ghosting over the sensitive flesh of her wife’s body. Kieran’s breathing altered slightly as her anticipation began to build.

Naomi disrobed in an instant, retrieved the lubricant gel she had just replicated, then rejoined Kieran on the bed. She draped her body over Kieran’s backside, scratching lightly up the backs of Kieran’s thighs with careful fingernails. The sensation made Kieran shudder.

Naomi spread Kieran’s legs slightly, kneeling between them, kissing warm trails over her buttocks and waist and lower back. Kieran inhaled sharply as Naomi’s teeth grazed her buttocks, nipping suggestively. Naomi opened the tube of lubricant, took a small amount onto her index finger, and replaced the cap, setting the container aside. With her other arm, she slid her hand beneath Kieran’s torso, lifting her hips off the bed, dragging her upward until she was leaning on her forearms and her knees. Naomi wrapped her arm around Kieran’s belly, pressing her nakedness against Kieran’s buttocks. 

“I’m going to take you from behind,” Naomi informed her lover, massaging the cheeks, spreading the gelatinous substance over the puckered opening. Kieran groaned in reply, waiting for the intrusion. “Do you want me, Kieran?” she asked softly, knowing the answer already.

“Yes,” Kieran confessed. “I want you, Naomi,” she affirmed, aching for the expected entry.

Naomi slid her index finger deep inside, the penetration sharp and abrupt. Kieran gasped and opened herself willingly, letting Naomi do whatever she wanted. They had long since perfected this type of foreplay, and Kieran loved the way Naomi had mastered the form of seduction, or more accurately, the way Naomi had mastered her. With her finger pushed as deeply as possible inside Kieran, Naomi reached around her belly with the other hand, fondling her labia, teasing her. She felt Kieran jolt harshly as soon as her finger found Kieran’s clitoris. “Easy,” she whispered, backing off. “I don’t want you to come yet,” she admonished playfully.

Kieran whimpered. “God, Na, it’s so intense,” she gasped and thrust backward to take more of Naomi’s finger into her.

“It’s going to get a lot more intense,” Naomi promised, wiggling her finger tantalizingly, rubbing Kieran’s inner lips slowly, then sliding into her other opening. She eased in and out in gentle rhythm, filling Kieran in each space, retreating, filling her again. Kieran’s legs strained, the muscles standing out in her thighs. “God,” Naomi breathed, swallowing hard. “You’re so gorgeous,” she said reverently. “You have the most amazing legs,” she added pressing her abdomen between Kieran’s thighs, feeling the sinews against her belly.

“Na,” Kieran moaned. “It burns,” she whimpered, writhing beneath the questing penetration. 

“Baby,” Naomi breathed. “Relax,” she urged. “Not yet,” she asserted, withdrawing from Kieran completely. She smiled at the disappointed sound of frustration that escaped Kieran’s chest. “Patience, love,” she counseled, crawling beneath Kieran’s thighs, laying on her back. She took Kieran’s drenched lips into her mouth, tugging the taller woman’s hips lower and reinserting her fingers where they had just been, adding one more in each opening.

Kieran’s body tensed, her clit throbbing against Naomi’s tongue. “Honey,” she gasped. “Naomi, I’m—very close,” she warned.

Naomi smiled against her sex. “Not as close as you think,” she chuckled, thrusting her fingers deeper and listening for Kieran’s immediate and vocal approval. She teased Kieran’s lips and her clit, not letting her reach climax, backing off when she felt the constriction of Kieran’s walls around her fingers. 

Kieran’s legs began to sweat, her arms fatigued, and still Naomi taunted and teased. “Na,” she begged. “I need to—”

“Need to what?” Naomi loved to make her say it.

“God, I need to come,” she pleaded. “Honey, please,” she begged, arching as her wife instantly relented, tongue fluttering mercilessly over her clit. Kieran’s heart thundered in her chest as the climax tore through her, her body shaking, her cries resolving to soft sighs as the sensation subsided as quickly as it had hit. She allowed Naomi to withdraw from her body, then collapsed onto her back in a useless heap.

Naomi gathered the larger woman into her arms working Kieran’s back and her buttocks with deep massaging strokes, soothing her tension away. “I love you,” she murmured, kissing Kieran’s hair. “Always, and only you.”

Kieran lay in Naomi’s arms, breathing regularly again, resting, too spent to contemplate reciprocating. Naomi rarely asserted herself so blatantly, but when she did, Kieran ceased to be capable of a response or of similar attentions. “You did me in,” she said quietly, apologetically.

“I know,” Naomi smiled. “I intended to. Sometimes, I just need to do that.”

“What,” Kieran smirked, face pressed against Naomi’s shoulder, “conquer me?”

Naomi nodded. “I guess you could call it that. I like to make you ask for it,” she admitted. “I like making you wait, because when you do, you come so hard I can feel it course through your whole body,” she said, awed. 

Kieran kissed her wife’s soft skin. “I felt it through my whole body, all right,” she agreed. “Nobody in my life has ever made me feel the way you do,” she added. “God, sometimes, it’s so good, I could just scream.”

Naomi laughed gently. “Honey, you do scream,” she bragged. 

Kieran lifted her head. “I do?”

Naomi grinned. “You absolutely do.”

“Shit—what did I say?” Kieran couldn’t remember at all. “I remember saying—‘honey, please’,” she pondered. “Was there more?”

Naomi squeezed her. “A lot more. When you come, sometimes you just say all sorts of things. And other times, you don’t say anything—or even breathe much. It’s very interesting,” she advised her lover. “But tonight, you said something like, ‘God, Naomi, your tongue, oh, God, yes, suck my clit’, or words to that effect.”

Kieran frowned. “I said that? God, I’m sorry,” she said, looking distressed.

“Why would you be sorry? I love making you lose yourself like that,” Naomi affirmed, kissing her.

“It sounds pretty crude,” Kieran said in embarrassment.

“It wasn’t crude, and I never want you to be self-conscious. I love it, because I know if you’re talking like that, then you’re truly out of control, and you’re trusting me with everything, and I have your complete vulnerability in my hands. I love it, Kieran. I love hearing you say those things. It opens me on so many emotional levels,” Naomi explained, holding her wife close. “Don’t ever stop.” She hugged Kieran gently. “I assume if those words come out of your mouth, then the thoughts must go through your head,” she noted.

“Yeah, they do, but—it’s that whole ‘take me in the ass’ thing, again, Na,” she explained, struggling to control the emotions the phrase brought out. “I don’t want to be vulgar, or reduce making love with you to the mere physical release of the act.”

“Honey,” Naomi assured her, “sometimes it is about physical release. It’s supposed to be. And that’s okay, because it’s not always just about that. At least, it’s okay with me. Is it a problem for you?”

Kieran thought about it. “I guess not. It’s just hard to accept that part of myself I guess.”

“I love that part of you. It frees me to share myself completely, too. I need that connection with you. I need to know I can say anything to you. In fact, you’re the one that convinced me to talk more freely, because it arouses you so much.”

Kieran grinned. “Yeah, it does. I don’t know why, it’s so great when you get explicit with me, but I can’t quite deal with thinking I do it back—at least not without knowing I’m doing it. But I want to be what you need. I swear. I just—I struggle with feeling like I’m being disrespectful if I use certain words.”

Naomi gazed confidently into her eyes. “There are no unsafe words with me, Kieran. I can’t think of a single sexual phrase that would offend me. Except when Kathryn accused you of wanting to fuck me. That upset me. But if you said it, that wouldn’t be offensive to me. I know you love me, and I know your intentions,” she assured her spouse. Then grinning wickedly, she added “And I love it when you fuck me.”

Kieran swallowed hard. “Say it again, and I won’t be able to resist,” she shuddered.

Naomi breathed in her ear. “Please, Kieran,” she whispered. “Fuck me.” She nipped her earlobe. “Fuck me right now,” she urged.

Kieran’s body was shot through with raging lust. “God, Naomi,” she groaned, “that just makes me crazy.” She grabbed her, rolling over onto her, thrusting her fingers into Naomi’s intimate places. 

“Yes,” Naomi hissed, opening herself. “Take me, Kieran,” she requested. 

Kieran obliged fiercely, passionately, barely controlled. Naomi climaxed almost immediately, and it startled the older woman. “Na? Are you okay?” she asked in surprise.

Naomi giggled. “I’m great,” she affirmed, kissing her spouse. “I guess some words work really well for me,” she laughed.

Kieran rested her head on Naomi’s shoulder, fingers still inside her wife. “You floor me, Naomi Wildman,” she said, her tone reverent. “I’ve never had a lover that was so uninhibited. Please, be patient with me while I catch up with you,” she pleaded.

Naomi smiled up at her. “I will, honey. I never thought I could be this way, believe me. It’s just you. It’s how you affect me,” she contended. “I just feel so safe with you, and so—unconditionally loved. I know I can be me. And I figure, you’ve been with a Klingon, so nothing I say or do could be too unconventional, or too shocking. Maybe that’s part of it—I feel more free because I know no matter what I do or say, I’m never going to draw blood, so how bad can it really be?” she chuckled.

Kieran slipped her fingers free, and the sensation made Naomi gasp. “Are you having one of those insatiable nights?” she asked, grinning.

“I am,” Naomi confirmed. “However,” she looked at the chronometer, “we need some dinner, considering the day we’ve had. So I think a quick shower and a trip to the Quantum Café is in order. I’ll buy,” she waggled her eyebrows.

“You only want to go there so we can dance dirty together,” Kieran accused playfully.

“Hey, if I’m having an insatiable night, why not crank it up with some bumping and grinding?” she flirted. “I love how you move against me to music.” She kissed her lover seductively. She spied the unopened gift on the nightstand. “What did you do, Kieran? More sex toys?” she asked hopefully, tearing into the package.

Kieran frowned. “Sorry, nothing that wicked,” she said faintly, wishing she hadn’t been so traditional for once.

Naomi opened the hinged velvet box, eyes lighting up. “Oh, honey, these are beautiful,” she said sincerely. “I love them,” she declared, fingering the delicate hemet stone earrings in admiration. 

“You’ve been saying you wanted to get your ears pierced,” Kieran said softly. “I wanted you to have something to match your necklace.”

“I know a place, about a block from the café, where I can get them pierced tonight. Can we go by there first?” Naomi asked excitedly.

“Of course. Let’s get showered, then,” Kieran agreed.

____________

Kathryn Janeway showed up for dinner in her dress whites, since the Four Pips was such a formal restaurant. Seven wore the navy blue dress that she had bought for Kieran and Naomi’s wedding. She wore her hair pinned up like she had worn it on Voyager. She scanned the restaurant, and didn’t see her auburn-haired wife anywhere.

“Seven of Nine?” the Maitre de asked politely.

“Yes?” she acknowledged. 

“Right this way,” he bowed, leading her through the main dining room and to a back room that was usually reserved for large parties. “The Captain is waiting for you,” he intoned grandly as he took her inside.

Kathryn sat at a small table in a lavishly appointed room, complete with candlelight, a private bar, and a string quartet. She stood to greet Seven, pulling out her chair. “Thank you for coming,” she said softly, trying to make her voice steady, despite the fact that Seven took her breath away. “I think you’ll be glad you did,” she added. “Taste the wine and see if meets with your approval,” she offered, taking the seat next to Seven.

Seven sipped gingerly. “It’s very nice,” she said agreeably, her full lips quirking in a smile. “You were right, Kathryn, this restaurant is not ostentatious, but it is lovely.” Seven looked around at the vases of flowers, the candle sconces, and the wall decorations. “What do you recommend on the menu?” she asked, glacier blue eyes twinkling with delight.

Kathryn opened the large placard, leaning closer to Seven, sharing the list. “The veal medallions are good. The roast pheasant is so tender, it will melt in your mouth,” she promised. “But you like a good pasta. The sundried tomato and pesto chicken ravioli is wonderful, if you like a light cream sauce,” she recommended. 

“That sounds satisfactory,” Seven decided. “I’d like a green salad, also,” she added.

Kathryn nodded to the waiter, who was keeping a respectful distance. “We’re ready, Renee,” she said softly. “I’m going to have the roast pheasant with capers, the parsley potatoes, and the green beans julienne. My wife will have the house salad, and the ravioli. Seven, would you like anything else to drink?”

Seven smiled. “Iced tea with my dinner, please,” she said to the waiter.

When the young man had set off for the kitchen, Kathryn leaned closer. “You look wonderful, Seven. I’ve always liked that dress on you,” she complimented the young Borg. 

“Thank you, Kathryn.” She blushed faintly, the pink of her cheeks contrasting the silver starburst Borg implants. “How did your meetings go, today?”

“Never better,” she enthused. “I have some things to show you.” She reached for a control PADD and touched the keys deftly. A view screen came from the ceiling, and the lights dimmed. “I want you to see this ship,” she breathed excitement, her steely gray eyes warming to blue at the prospect of her future.

Seven watched as still after still of the proposed ship came into focus, the bridge, the labs, the arboretum, the hydroponics bay, a full gym and rec center, twelve holodecks, several restaurants and night clubs, the personal care center, sickbay, crew quarters, Engineering, the daycare center, and finally, the Captain’s quarters.

“It is opulent,” Seven agreed. “I’ve never seen such luxury. It’s more like a vacation cruiser than a working ship,” she said approvingly, clearly impressed.

Kathryn nodded. “Everything I could think of that we didn’t have on Voyager,” she said with a pleasant grin. “Every crew cabin has a whirlpool tub, a walk in closet, an entertainment center, and a formal dining area. They can be configured eight ways, to suit the crewmember. Family quarters are even more flexible,” she explained, clicking through to the next still. “Expandable for growing families, configurable to accommodate teenagers and adults living together, you name it.”

“It looks wonderful,” Seven agreed. “I have to admit, the idea of being back in space appeals to me. I love Earth, don’t get me wrong, but I have spent all but the last year of my life in outerspace, and it feels strange to be in standard gravity all the time,” she admitted. “I’ve been thinking about your proposal a great deal,” she added. “You may be right about not being able to keep our family together. Naomi has decided to go to the Counselor Training program at Starfleet. That means several years of school,” Seven explained, tapping her fingers on the tabletop.

“She told me she was looking into it, but she didn’t want to suggest it because Kieran would have to put her own career on hold so much longer. I guess she decided to talk to Kato about it?” Kathryn thought about the implications for Kieran.

“Kieran has agreed to stay with Naomi at Starfleet until she finishes. Kieran is nothing, if not devoted to our daughter. The bond between them grows with every passing day.” Seven’s chest filled with love for them. “It is a beautiful thing to witness, Kathryn. Naomi was right about Kieran all along,” she added, hoping it didn’t sound like an ‘I told you so’. 

Kathryn nodded. “She does seem happier than I could’ve ever hoped for, and I wish them all the best of everything. I still worry, of course, but then, that’s my job. And they’re still really newlyweds—the honeymoon phase is powerful stuff,” she chuckled, remembering her own such phase with Seven.

Seven colored prettily, remembering as well. “Ours was less passionate than theirs, believe me—remember how we were always tiptoeing around because of Naomi?” she asked, eyes sparkling.

“How could I forget?” Kathryn laughed. “I had to practice an amazing amount of restraint in my—ahem—vocalizations,” she grinned.

“As I recall, you frequently failed to restrain anything at all,” Seven said dryly. “But they are no different together, and our house has little in the way of soundproofing,” she advised, raising a suggestive eyebrow.

Kathryn leaned closer. “You hear them together?” She wanted to gossip, and her auburn hair swung invitingly over her shoulders as she closed the distance with her wife.

Seven leaned in closer herself. “In stereo,” she confirmed. “The acoustics in their bedroom are conducive to a regular floor show,” she giggled, cheeks rosy. “I usually go out on Friday nights, because they are particularly—active—then. But Saturdays they frequently—go at it all night,” she confided. “They can be quite boisterous.”

Kathryn slapped her thigh, laughing. “I can’t imagine. Does it make you feel strange?”

“It did at first, but now, I’m used to it. And they do love each other so much, I envy them and what they share. I also envy their energy. It seems boundless.” She sipped her wine, trying to cool her cheeks. “But more than that, I am cognizant of the fact that they are respectful of each other, and for all their youthful exuberance, they never lose sight of the love that brought them together. Do you remember when Naomi was sick, how Kieran was so solicitous with Naomi? How she carried her and cradled her and was her strength through it all?”

Kathryn nodded. “I will never forget it. It used to tear my heart out, watching them, and knowing how hurt they both were to be faced with losing their relationship.”

“Kieran is every bit as solicitous, even now. She is completely different with Naomi than she was with B’Elanna. Less derisive in her humor, much more emotionally available to Naomi, and just so—present in the relationship. It’s taught me a lot about what makes a relationship work,” she said faintly. “Naomi is feeling her way through it, and I think she is constantly surprised that Kieran is willing to do whatever she needs.”

“Maybe I need to spend some time with them, then, because I obviously have a lot to learn about making relationships work,” Kathryn chastised herself, her lips set in a grim line of self-reproach.

Renee brought Seven’s salad, refilled the wine glasses, and gave Kathryn a cup of lobster bisque. “This is from Claude, Captain Janeway, with his compliments,” he said, smiling at her. “It’s very good.”

She sipped it from a spoon, tasting the delicate blend of sweet lobster and cream soup. “Oh my,” she murmured. “Tell Claude it is divine,” she sighed appreciatively. “Would you like to taste this, Seven?” She held out her spoon.

Seven took a taste, smiling with satisfaction. “I have to learn to make that,” she declared. “What an interesting combination of textures and flavors,” she commented, studying the essence on her palate.

Kathryn glanced up at the view screen where images of her ship still hung. “I think that was all of the stills,” she commented, checking the PADD. “I’d like it if you’d visit the mock ups with me—any input you can provide to the designers would be appreciated, especially with regard to the Astrometrics lab. I’ve seen the designs, and although it is four times the size of Voyager’s lab, something doesn’t quite seem right about it. Could you look it over for me? I’m sure you could pinpoint the problem in a few seconds.” She clicked off the display, watching the screen retract into the ceiling.

“I’d be happy to, Kathryn. I’m very excited for you. You must be getting impatient to see the finished product,” Seven enthused, spearing her salad. She smiled warmly at her spouse. “It’s really good to see you again.” She lay her hand over the Captain’s for a brief moment. “How is Gretchen?” she asked, thinking lovingly of her mother-in-law.

Kathryn grinned facetiously. “She has a bone to pick with you, your Borgness,” she used Kieran’s pet name for Seven. “She says to tell you she expects a visit before Christmas, or you will be getting a lump of coal in your stocking.”

Kathryn had to explain the reference to the coal, and Seven was delighted with twist on the Santa Claus story that she’d not heard before. Kathryn filled Seven in on all the details of the daily life in the agricultural park, Phoebe’s latest exhibit in Paris, the struggle to keep Phoebe’s gallery from going under, and the strain poor Phoebe was under with it all. Seven listened intently, glad for the news but sorry that things were not improving much for the younger Janeway.

Dinner came, and Seven noted that there had been no uncomfortable silences with her former spouse, no lapses in the conversation at all, in fact. It felt natural and easy to talk to Kathryn again, as if the past year had not driven them irreparably apart. Seven told Kathryn all the news about B’Elanna and Noah, the progress in B’Elanna’s pregnancy, and updated Kathryn on all the goings on at the Starfleet Daycare Center, where Neelix was working. Katie and Geejay flourished there, and their bond was stronger than ever.

“I truly hope you can convince B’Elanna and Noah to go on your ship, because Geejay would be heartbroken if she never got to see Katie. B’Elanna and I have decided it is yet another aspect of Naomi’s clairvoyance, that those two will someday be together.”

Kathryn smirked. “They’re not even four yet,” she said skeptically, “and you and B’Elanna already have them married off?”

Seven chuckled. “I suppose it sounds silly, to you, but a lot of Naomi’s hallucinations have been accurate. Why not that part?”

“Darling,” Kathryn slipped and used a term of endearment, “if you say it will be, I believe you. You were certainly right about Naomi and Kieran, and I was completely off base. My instincts as a parent are atrocious.”

Seven ignored the familiar term, though it made her flinch. She retired into her iced tea, uncertain why her heart was thundering in her chest. “I think we should have dessert at a little shop I’ve found near campus, instead of here,” Seven announced. “Do you mind?”

Kathryn smiled gratefully, glad that Seven wasn’t planning to rush home as soon as the check was paid. “Not at all. I think it would be fun to see the places you’ve been haunting, and get your impressions of San Francisco.”

Seven smiled. “You said you’re staying at the Intergalactic Suites?”

Kathryn nodded. 

“How long are you in town?” she asked, not wanting to sound forward.

“Well, I’d like to be here long enough to take you to see the mock ups on Mars—can you make time to do that this weekend?” Kathryn held her breath.

“Of course. Is tomorrow too soon?” Seven averted her eyes, feigning interest in her wine once more.

“I’ll arrange it. How about if we go mid morning, and then I can take you to lunch at my favorite restaurant at the Shipyards?” Kathryn offered.

“Only if you let me buy, this time,” Seven insisted.

__________________

Kenneth McCallister regarded his niece with a practiced indifference. “This is important to you,” he stated flatly. “Kit, you say that about everything,” he complained, filing away information in his small office. “This school is barely afloat, and you want me to give you two hours of simulator time every week to give free lessons to someone?” He ran his hand through his thick brown graying-at-the-temples hair.

“I’ll be getting basketball instruction in return, Uncle Kenny,” Kit reasoned. “I want to play for the Academy. But I can’t do that unless I get a lot better.”

“Something has to give somewhere, Kit,” he argued. “Why should I even consider it?” he asked, crossing his arms.

“You were going to get me my letter jacket,” Kit said softly, thinking quickly. “You haven’t yet, have you?”

“No,” Kenny replied. “That’s supposed to be for Christmas,” he reminded her.

Kit’s face fell. “But I earned it. How can you make it my Christmas present?” she asked, dismayed.

“I hardly think you earned a $350 dollar jacket, for your efforts,” he replied tersely. “Anyway, that’s what you’re getting for Christmas,” he shot back.

“Then give me the simulator time, instead. You can forget about the jacket, and the simulator time won’t cost you anything,” she tried to be persuasive. 

He considered. “You could still earn the jacket, you know,” he decided, smiling faintly. “You could have the simulator time and re-earn the jacket, if you really want it.” He put his hands on her shoulders. “I don’t want you to be deprived of your high school letter jacket, after all. You said that was important to you, too,” he softened his tone. “Honey,” he touched her face, “I’m not trying to be a hard-ass. It’s just—nothing in life is free, not for me, not for your aunt Grace, not for anyone. And since you decided to go to the Academy, we won’t be getting any big investments from any of the schools that were willing to drop some money to get you. That was a huge disappointment, Kit,” he advised her. “You don’t like to disappoint me, do you?”

Kit shook her head. “Of course not, Uncle Kenny. I love you. I never wanted to disappoint you.”

He smiled, taking her hands. “I didn’t think so, honey. So here’s what we’ll do. I’ll let you have the simulator time for your friend, Naomi, and you forfeit the jacket. If you still want the jacket, you have to earn it again. It’s nine weeks ‘til Christmas—you should be able to earn it back by then.”

Kit felt a sickened sensation in her stomach, but her hands were tied. She knew he wasn’t being fair to her, but she couldn’t say so. How could it be fair to earn something, and then have someone give it to you and tell you it’s a gift? Kit sighed. “Okay. Besides teaching two nights a week, what do I have to do to earn it back?” she asked, dreading the answer.

__________________

Seven of Nine led Kathryn Janeway down the darkened streets of San Francisco, into a coffee shop that specialized in fancy espresso and latte drinks, almost a hundred varieties of tea, and elegant desserts. Without consciously realizing it, Seven took Kathryn’s hand as they stood at the counter, reading over the chalkboard with the day’s selections.

Kathryn was startled at the familiar contact, but managed to hide her surprise and her pleasure. “What do you recommend?” she said softly in Seven’s ear.

“For you, the coffee torte. I like the white chocolate brownie, myself. Kieran raves over their mocha latte, so you’d probably like that, too,” she advised. Kieran and Kathryn tended to have similar tastes in food, with a fondness for all things coffee flavored.

“Okay, why don’t you order for us?” Kathryn smiled up at her.

“Go find us a table,” Seven agreed, releasing her wife’s hand.

They sat in a tight corner of the coffee house, against the window, crammed into the only available slot in the whole restaurant. Kathryn didn’t mind that Seven had to practically sit in her lap, and they traded tastes of their dessert with an intimacy that seemed to come naturally to them. Kathryn could actually project them getting past their troubles, for a few moments, and hoped with all her heart that Seven would be able to do just that. 

Seven smiled across the tiny table at her spouse, who was nodding approval at her food. “I’m glad you like it,” Seven murmured. “I grade papers here, from time to time. There is a musician that plays on Tuesday evenings, and I like his work. It is easy to work and listen at the same time. And he is such a nice young man,” she added. 

“You’re on friendly terms with the entertainment?” Kathryn asked, fighting a twinge of jealousy. 

“I wouldn’t say friendly, exactly. But we’re acquaintances. He lets me sing with him, from time to time, and I enjoy that. I’ve missed the Doctor, and singing with him, so this is an acceptable substitute. Sometimes, Naomi and Kieran and I sing together at home. We do quite serviceable three-part harmonies,” she added, thinking of her roommates. 

“I’d like to hear you all, sometime,” Kathryn requested wistfully. “It’s been ages since Naomi has played for me.”

“Well, Kieran is going to surprise her by getting her a second piano, so that she has one in Indiana and one in San Francisco. It’s easier than moving the one back and forth. But don’t tell her, it’s a Christmas gift.”

“Christmas?” Kathryn shook her head. “Right around the corner. Time is just rushing by. Does that mean Naomi and Kieran are going to Mother’s for the holidays?”

“I know they intend to spend some time there, though they won’t likely spend the whole vacation there. Kieran’s parents want them in Florida—they’ve invited me, too,” she added. “The Thompsons are very kind to me.”

“You know Mother wants you to come to Indiana, too,” Kathryn pointed out. “I’d love to have you there—for Geejay,” she amended hastily. “Christmas is such fun, and Geejay is finally at an age where she can really appreciate it.”

“You’re incredible with her, Kathryn. She came home from her last stay with you, reading. It never occurred to me to teach her that—though Kieran has been teaching her phonics,” Seven said, smiling warmly, thinking of the lessons the Commander had been going over with her daughter.

“Really? Kieran too?” Kathryn grinned. “No wonder she’s picking it up so fast. And here I thought it was my superlative instruction,” she chuckled, sipping her coffee.

“May I ask you something—personal?” Seven studied her tea cup, not meeting Kathryn’s gaze.

“Of course. We’re still married, I think that entitles you to ask whatever you like,” she said with amusement, her gray blue eyes sparkling. 

“How is your therapy going? With Robin Lefler?” she added, remembering the counselor and how much she instantly disliked her.

“I think it’s going very well,” Kathryn said thoughtfully. “Robin is a gifted practitioner, and I feel comfortable talking to her. I’ve made a lot of progress. She’s cut me back to once a week sessions, now. I’m sorry I never stop by or anything, when I’m on campus, but usually, the appointments are very draining, and I’m not generally acceptable company afterward,” she apologized. “I didn’t realize I had so many issues,” she laughed at herself, “but Robin just keeps dredging up more.” She picked at her torte thoughtfully, remembering her latest session and how grueling it had been.

Seven nodded. “I’ve had a lot of time to think about it, myself, and I do not believe I was entirely fair to you, Kathryn. Many people, charged with the day-to-day survival of over a hundred people, in dire circumstances, would have failed and fallen apart. You held that ship together with nothing more than willpower and stubbornness for nearly thirteen years. The strain must have been unbearable.”

Kathryn smiled acknowledgment. “It was a lot worse than I ever let on, Seven. The doctor had to treat me for hypertension, the last five years we were lost, because my blood pressure got so out of control, he was afraid I’d have a stroke. I should have told you, I should have let you help me, but I was determined to do everything my way, to control it all. You were right about that—my need for control is an unhealthy obsession that has no place in a marriage, and was detrimental to my command, at times, as well. Robin is helping me see that, and learn better ways of coping than to throw tantrums. I’ve had some really good talks with Owen Paris, too, now that he’s read my mission logs, and he’s had some valuable insights about delegating authority, and relying more on my subordinate officers. The fact is, I never really felt I could rely on Chakotay, and I didn’t completely trust him. Looking back, I should have made Tuvok my first officer, or Kieran, and let Chakotay be second in command. Owen thinks a change in the traditional chain of command would have been at least one solution, though Starfleet never envisioned a first and second to the captain. I should have been thinking along those lines, especially when I determined that Kieran and I would work together so well. I did the ship, her, and Chakotay a huge disservice by keeping the status quo,” she sighed. “But that’s water under the bridge, I suppose, now.”

“Still,” Seven said agreeably, touching her hand, “I should have been more supportive. I know I added to your stress so many times, by challenging you and by diverting your energy,” she castigated herself. 

Kathryn smile gratefully, but shook her head, her steel grey eyes showing her emotion.  “It wasn’t your job to make me a better commanding officer. Of all the people on that ship, you always came through—you, B'Elanna, Kieran, Tuvok, Neelix—you were all steady and reliable for me. Harry only faltered after he got sick with the bacteria, and Tom—well, he may never completely grow up, but he was a good officer. You were all assets to me, and I couldn’t have asked for better people around me. But that damned bacteria changed everything for all of us. I imagine the repercussions will be ongoing indefinitely, and incalculable,” she scowled. “The biggest obstacle in my treatment is finding it in myself to forgive myself for all the damage I did—to you, to Naomi, to Kieran. More to you than anyone, Seven.”

“Please,” Seven implored, holding Kathryn’s hand firmly, “let’s not relive that again, Kathryn. I know you were ill, and not yourself. Neither was I myself. I owe you just as much of an apology, considering that the bacteria made my feelings for Kieran surface, and I put you through the uncertainty of that. I swear to you, nothing ever happened between us, but I also know you weren’t sure of me, all those months. And although I denied feeling anything for her, that was dishonest. I was attracted to her, and I did love her,” the former drone admitted, eyes downcast.  Her cheeks flushed with shame, remembering the conflict she had felt over Kieran. 

Kathryn nodded. “How could you not have loved her, considering all you went through together, with Naomi? And where was I, when you needed me? I don’t fault you for how you felt about her, Seven. I truly don’t. I am gratified that she loved me enough that she resisted you, because I know there are very few people who could have.”  Kathryn reached for her water glass, drinking it down to repress some of the self-loathing she felt. 

“I never approached her, though,” Seven assured her. “I kept everything as hidden as I could, at first because of our marriage, and later, when we were fighting, for Naomi’s sake. I only told Kieran how I felt after you accused me in front of her, and then only because she asked me outright if it was true. I thought I was good at concealing my emotions, but apparently, I was not—you knew, Phoebe knew, and Naomi knew.”

Kathryn laughed. “But Kieran didn’t,” she shook her head. “Oblivious,” she chuckled.

“Naomi has accused her of being as dense as black hole,” Seven confided, laughing. “She just isn’t conceited enough to believe the evidence, even when it is right in front of her. She was the same way with Noah,” Seven chortled, her mood lightening considerably. 

“Naomi knew?” Kathryn chewed thoughtfully. “And it didn’t cause trouble between you?” 

Seven shook her head. “Her only concern was my unhappiness. That still astounds me—she had no judgment to level at me, no reproach. She loves me that much. And the truly amazing thing is that knowing how I felt, she still wanted me with them, she insisted I accompany them when they traveled, she kept me close to them. You’d have thought she’d have pushed me away, but her faith in Kieran’s love is so strong. The only time she ever felt threatened was when Lenara Kahn came along. That scared her,” Seven recalled, slicing off a forkful of white chocolate brownie.

“Kieran was engaged to Lenara Kahn,” Kathryn stated. “That still just floors me. How did Lenara come back into Kieran’s life, in the first place, after so many years?”

Seven blushed. “I—uh—Lenara and I went out on a date, and she came to the house to pick me up.”

“Oh,” Kathryn said softly. “I didn’t realize—are you still—seeing her?” Her stomach knotted instantly at the mere thought.

“No, I’m not. Lenara is very perceptive, and she refused to go out with me again, because she knew I was still—conflicted over you. She told me until I was certain what I wanted to do about our marriage, she didn’t think it was appropriate for she and I to see each other,” Seven explained. 

“Are you still conflicted over me?” she asked hopefully, face softening with emotion.

Seven swallowed her nervousness, nodding slowly. “I am.”

“Is there anything I can do to help you resolve that conflict?” she asked gently, the rich tones of her voice almost a caress.

“Spending time together is a start,” she said softly. “At least I know now that I can be comfortable talking to you, and not fearful,” she admitted. 

“The last thing I ever want is for you to be afraid of me, Seven.” Kathryn finished her coffee, grasping at the right thing to say. “I would give anything to be able to take back the things I’ve done, the things I’ve said. But I can’t. I can only promise you I’m not the same person who did and said those things. I would gladly have you come to my therapy sessions, if you want. You could ask Robin anything that might set your mind at ease about me. Or if you want to try to work through our past, we can get counseling together. I love you, Seven, and I still want this relationship to work, if it can. If it can’t, I need to know that, as well. Don’t you?” she pleaded.

Seven nodded again, meeting Kathryn’s gaze. “I do need to know. I think counseling would be wise. When can we begin?” 

___________________

Robin Lefler was delighted that Seven and Kathryn had decided to try to work out their differences, and she was impressed with the former Borg’s resolve. The couple started twice weekly sessions with Robin, and their earnestness was admirable, in the Counselor’s estimation. Having the Hansen-Janeways as patients gave her all sorts of unintended insight into Kieran Wildman’s history, her family, and the events that had transpired on Voyager. Robin was amused, though not surprised, to learn of Seven’s longstanding infatuation with Kieran, and she wished desperately she could tease Kieran about it. 

Kieran and Robin had been meeting for coffee regularly before class, and they had made great strides in their friendship. Robin hadn’t come entirely clean with Kieran, and she doubted she ever would tell the Commander the whole story of what happened after she had begged then Kieran Thompson for a second chance at romance only to be sent packing. That had been the beginning of the downward spiral that completely changed Robin’s life, but she couldn’t really put Kieran through the retelling of the sordid details. 

Now, listening to the Hansen-Janeways reliving their issues, she was startled to see how integral to those issues Kieran really was. Kathryn still struggled with feelings of betrayal, where Kieran was concerned, and she still blamed Kieran, in a sense, for Naomi’s leaving the nest so soon. While Seven didn’t blame Kieran for Naomi’s departure, she certainly felt that Naomi’s sudden absence undermined her marriage to Kathryn. So much of their dynamic had been founded upon raising Naomi. Their relationship only happened because the young Ktarian had needed them both so much, and because that need made them admit their love for one another. Without Naomi, they struggled for common ground. Geejay was still so young, she did not have the cementing effect on their marriage that Naomi had. 

Robin found herself counseling the couple for empty-nest syndrome, more than anything. That, and recovery from the abuse Kathryn had put Seven through. She gave them plenty of communication exercises, and the couple diligently worked through them, devoted to the process, in spite of the unknowable outcome. Seven made Kathryn promise that no one would find out they were working on the marriage, because she didn’t want anyone to get their hopes up, least of all, Gretchen, Geejay, or Naomi. And so they saw each other secretly, meeting away from the house. Seven was charmed by the concept of dating her wife, and it allowed the women to get to know each other again, in ways they never had before by virtue of living together on Voyager.

______________

Kieran and Naomi Wildman lay tangled together, spent from a long night of lovemaking, full of new dreams for their future. They talked into the wee hours of the morning about how good it would be to work together as a Captain and Ship’s Counselor team, and what sort of postings might suit them to get them on that track. It had become their favorite topic of discussion ever since the decision had been made to remain at the Academy.  

They talked about what Kieran should study, and how they should live together full-time, and not have Naomi away at the quad during graduate school. Naomi got up once to check on Geejay, since Seven had a date. Seven had been going out a lot lately, and they speculated who the lovely Borg might be having dinner with, since she had been evasive when they asked. They made up all sorts of imaginary partners for Seven, laughing at themselves and the absurdity of some of their choices. 

They made plans for the holidays, Thanksgiving and Christmas, deciding to spend part of the winter break with Gretchen and part with Kieran’s parents, and the final week back at the Academy so the basketball team could get back in the groove of regular practices after a week off. Naomi gave Kieran advice on the team rotation, which she studied avidly during her time on the bench, and she offered to show Kieran the notes she had made. As Kieran perused the PADD, she was struck by how astute Naomi’s observations were, how organized her thought processes. She agreed to use several of her suggestions, to see how they panned out. 

They talked about Kit McCallister, and the lessons she was giving Naomi, and how much Naomi’s piloting skills had improved thanks to those lessons. Naomi reported on Kit’s progress with the basketball exercises and drills Kieran had prescribed, and how hard Kit was working. They discussed obtaining a contractor to build the full basketball court where Phoebe’s garden had lapsed into weeds and rocks, and decided to contact Phoebe about the plan before doing anything to the land. It was Naomi’s property, but Naomi wanted to keep Phoebe apprised of any big changes, since the property would go back to her eventually.

Kieran told Naomi how she had been talking to Kit every couple of days, and she just felt something was wrong at the McCallister household, but Kit wasn’t revealing anything. Kieran was worried, and Naomi promised to talk to Kit about whatever was troubling her when they met again. Naomi made the trip to Palatine every Tuesday and Thursday, and spent an hour in the flight simulator and an hour working out with Kit. She advised Kieran that although she would try to talk to Kit, she strongly suspected Kit would only confide in Kieran, since the young woman was so taken with the Commander.

“You know that light blue sweatshirt of yours that I wanted so badly?” Naomi asked Kieran, snuggling into her. “It disappeared shortly after Kit spent the night with me. I’m pretty sure she took it,” Naomi reported.

Kieran wrapped her arms tighter around her wife. “Why would she do that?”

Naomi chuckled. “Same reason I used to take your clothes when I was a kid—because I could wrap them around me and feel immersed in you. I felt safe and protected and loved, even though it was just your shirt or your hat. You know, KT, I still have every piece of clothing you’ve ever given me, or I’ve ever stolen from you. There was something reassuring about it, especially after Mom died. It was very comforting. I think Kit took that shirt because she needs reassurance—she needs to feel you with her, I guess. I know there’s something going on with her, but she just won’t tell me. You really need to be the one to talk to her,” Naomi recommended.

“I tell her every time I talk to her that she can always come to me, if there’s anything she needs. I don’t know how else to make myself available to her, Na. Can you think of something?”

Naomi hugged her, thinking back to her own childhood attachment to Kieran. “Just keep loving her and supporting her, and when she’s ready, she’ll tell you what’s bothering her. You were always so generous with me, and so demonstrative. Kit really needs that from you. Maybe you should surprise her and show up at her school—take her to lunch or something. It would mean the world to her, KT.” She smiled softly to herself, remembering how she had followed Kieran around the corridors on Voyager, gazing up at her idol, trying to emulate everything Kieran did and said.

“Good idea. I’ll go as soon as I can manage the time,” she agreed. “She was all hyped up about that Kenpo tournament in Chicago, and I was going to go watch her compete, but then at the last minute, she pulled out of the contest. She said something about not having time to go to the tourney, because she was having to work more hours at the flight school.” Kieran’s brow furrowed with concern.  “She really spreads herself thin,” she muttered. 

Naomi nodded. “She’s spending a lot more than Tuesdays and Thursdays there, she told me that much. My gut tells me that she’s working to pay for my simulator time,” she reported. “Maybe I should just ask her, and offer to pay for the time?” Naomi speculated.

“I don’t know about that—maybe Kit wants to do it this way. She impresses me as the type that would make personal sacrifices for the people she cares about, and never tell them,” Kieran commented.

“Sounds like someone else I know,” Naomi kissed her fondly. “Like someone who would stockpile rations for a certain sick Ktarian,” she reminded her spouse. 

Kieran kissed her to silence her praise, embarrassed. Soft kisses gave way to more intense exploration, and they made love yet again. They were too exhausted, this time, to bother to talk afterward. When they finally heard Seven come in, they were satisfied that all was well, and they drifted off to sleep.

_____________________

The week before Thanksgiving, Kieran made the transport to Palatine, Illinois, because Kit had a basketball game and Kieran wanted to see how much she had improved after a month of working out with Naomi. Kieran also intended to surprise her recruit, and she knew Kit would be thrilled to see her.

The gymnasium was packed, and Kieran could hear the spectators murmuring as she made her way through the crowd. 

“That’s Kieran Thompson,” she heard someone say aloud, “from Starfleet.” She turned toward the voice, and actually waved at the person who had recognized her. 

Kit spotted her right away, and came jogging over. “You didn’t tell me you were coming to the game,” she said with a blazing smile, letting Kieran gather her into a warm hug.

“I wanted to surprise you, kiddo,” Kieran squeezed her tightly, chuckling that she had pulled off the unexpected visit. “Can I take you out for dinner after you beat that sorry excuse for a team?” she inclined her head in the direction of the visiting squad.

“I’d love it,” Kit smiled up at her, still hugging her. 

“McCallister!” her coach hollered at her. “Get back to work,” he barked with a scowl, then came over to introduce himself.

Kieran chatted briefly with him, agreed to give the half-time pep talk to his squad, and was given an honorary seat on the bench. She felt terribly conspicuous and ridiculously tall, sitting next to the high school girls, but she grinned at Kit anyway, settling her Starfleet uniform. 


She slipped a PADD out of her pocket, making notes about Kit’s skills as she watched the younger woman warming up. When the game started, Kieran was pleased to see that Kit had been moved into the starting line-up, instead of being the sixth man on the squad. She knew Naomi was the reason Kit had made strides to that level, and she couldn’t wait to tell her wife.

Kit played very well, and Kieran wondered if the golden-eyed recruit had stepped up her game just to impress her idol. Whatever the reason, Kieran was impressed, and she knew that a summer with Kit would make her more than good enough to play for the Academy, if Kit worked hard and kept to the training schedule. She might not ever be as good as Shane Bilbrey, but Kit had talent, and drive, and Kieran noted, she was scrappy. Kit dove for loose balls, hustled after rebounds when her teammates were lackadaisical, and ran the floor on every play, even when it was clear the other team was going to score on a fast break. 

At half-time, Kieran gave a brief talk to Kit’s team, and Kit watched with awe, hanging on every word. Kieran took her aside as the team filed back out of the locker room.

“Kiddo, you look terrific,” she complimented the adoring point guard. “I can’t believe how much you’ve stepped up your skills since I played you one-on-one,” she praised her, putting a firm arm around Kit’s shoulders as they walked back out to the court.

“Thanks, Commander.” Kit gazed up at the doe-eyed woman, filling her eyes with Kieran’s six-foot plus personage. “Naomi has really helped me—and all your advice has paid off. I really appreciate it.”

Kieran smiled warmly at her. “It’s so good to see you in person,” she realized. “I hate talking on subspace, sometimes,” she admitted. “I’d rather be able to see your smile face to face. Do you need to get permission from your family to have dinner with me tonight?”

Kit shook her head. “I always go out with the team after a game, so they’ll never know the difference. Think about what you’d like to eat, though. There’s a decent Italian place that’s local, or we can go to Chicago.”

Kieran grinned. “I’ve heard the pizza in Chi-town is superlative. Do you know of a good place?”

“The best,” Kit agreed. “I have to go warm up,” she said regretfully, backing away. 

“Good luck in the second half, sweetie,” Kieran said affectionately. “Light it up for me.”

Kit came back to her and hugged her. “I can’t believe you’re really here,” she murmured, suddenly self-conscious for hugging the tall Commander. She ran back onto the court, grinning ear to ear. 

_________________

Kieran Wildman sat in the darkened pizza place, studying Kit McCallister carefully as the girl described her classwork, the latest goings-on at the flight school, and rehashed the game she had just played.  She watched the shadows playing on the angles of Kit’s face, the way her golden eyes glowed with approbation for Kieran Wildman, the occasional retreat into her own thoughts.  Kit ebbed and flowed emotionally, like a tide, and Kieran was captivated by it.

Kieran sipped thoughtfully at her beer, realizing Kit was as critical of herself as Kieran had been at that age. She finally intervened as Kit rattled off all the errors she had made in the game. “Hey,” she interjected, “you’re learning. I made a lot of notes during the game, and I didn’t see much I could criticize,” she assured her young recruit. 

Kit looked hopefully at her. “You didn’t?”

Kieran smiled approvingly. “I’m serious,” she affirmed. “You played a really solid game, Kit. But you sure look tired, now, kiddo. Are you feeling okay?” She touched Kit’s hand, trying to break down the all-too-frequent walls between them.

“Fine,” Kit replied instantly. “I’m so excited that you surprised me by coming up to see me. Do you usually take such a personal interest in your recruits?” 

“Never,” Kieran admitted. “But you’re no ordinary recruit,” she added, toying with her beer mug.

Kit eyed her warily. “I already signed the letter of intent. You don’t have to keep trying to sell me on the Academy,” she pointed out. “Is there something else you wanted?” she asked, her manner suddenly guarded. 

Kieran cocked her head to one side. “I wanted to get to know you better,” she replied, thinking the sudden defensiveness in Kit’s demeanor was odd. “Is that okay? I just felt like—I don’t know, like you and I connected, when you came to visit campus. And I wanted to know more about you,” she explained, taken aback at the suspicion in Kit’s expression.

“It’s okay with me,” Kit decided, relaxing. “It doesn’t have anything to do with Naomi’s hallucination?”

Kieran was stunned. “She told you about that?” No wonder this kid is on pins and needles with me, she thought. 

“She told me I was a lot older, and a First Officer on Voyager. I guess she and I were good friends. She didn’t say much more about it. I don’t know, KT,” she hesitated, drinking down the remainder of her soda. “It scared me, finding out she had personal information about me that no one else is supposed to know. I was going to ask her to tell me more about it, but I’m not sure I want to know anything else.”

Kieran quirked an eyebrow. She wondered if Naomi had told Kit they had been lovers, and the thought worried her. “What sort of personal information, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Like—she knew I design roller coasters for fun, and nobody knows that but me. I’d get in a lot of trouble if Uncle Kenny or Aunt Grace found out, too,” she lowered her voice, as if they might suddenly appear. “They are very strict about using the Flight Simulator equipment for paying customers, and not anything as frivolous as a roller coaster game.”

Kieran finished her beer, signalling the waiter for another. “How did you get them to agree to let Naomi practice in the Flight Simulator, then?”

Kit fidgeted momentarily. “I worked it out with Uncle Kenny. It’s okay.” She smiled, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. “Naomi is getting really good, too.”

Kieran studied her facial expression again, and elected not to push her on the obvious discomfort the subject caused.  “She sings your praises as an instructor, Kit, I know that,” Kieran complimented her. “And she likes you a great deal. You’re probably the first real friend she’s had that’s anywhere near her own age. I know she’s making friends at school, but she was so used to the crew on the ship, this has been a big stretch for her to reach out to strangers.”

Kit accepted a fresh soda from the waiter, who also handed Kieran a second beer. “She’s been great with me,” Kit said noncommittally, shrugging. “She’s always got interesting things to talk about, never seems awkward in a conversation. But I can see how it would be a major transition to go from a small ship to a huge planet.”

Kieran nodded. “Yeah.”

“She never runs out of good things to say about you, either,” Kit teased her companion. 

Kieran grinned. “Do tell.” She leaned across the table, settling in for some good gossip.

__________________

Lenara Kahn brushed a stray wisp of golden-brown hair back from her face, tucking it behind one ear. “I’m glad we decided to do this, Kieran,” she enthused, smiling over her lunch of prawns in garlic butter. 

“Me, too,” Kieran agreed, looking up at their waiter as he poured the iced tea.  “Naomi and I talked through all of her issues about you, I think. If more come up, we’ll keep talking, I suppose.”

“Seven told me Naomi is only thirteen years old.” Lenara sipped her drink, thinking of the Ktarian. “No wonder she has a hard time,” she said sympathetically. “She also told me you married when Naomi was told she was going to die. Would you have married her, without the diagnosis?”

“Probably not so soon,” Kieran admitted. “I don’t know, Lenara. Maybe I would have—we were swept up in the chemistry of it all, back then, and we had gone through absolute hell to be together. I’ve never been good at saying no to Naomi,” she chuckled.

“That’s not what I heard.” Lenara’s eyes glowed with warmth. “Seven says you resisted her admirably—did everything you could to chase her away,” she tattled.

“I sure tried,” Kieran agreed. “I never wanted her to know how I felt, because she is so young. And I know there’s a real probability this marriage won’t last long, because she is too young to be in it,” she said, exhaling pensively. “But what do I do? Leave because it might not work?”

“If everyone left a marriage that might not work,” Lenara noted wisely, “no one would be married.”

Kieran laughed. “Good point. Naomi and I have been friends for so long, I have no doubt that even if we separated, we’d be friends for the rest of our lives. My closest friends are mostly ex-lovers,” she realized. “B'Elanna, Robin Lefler, you.”

Lenara’s eyes widened. “You’re friends with Robin Lefler? After what she did to you?” She was outraged at the mere suggestion. 

Kieran reached for Lenara’s hand to calm her. “Sweetie, that’s slush deuterium in the containment cells. Robin runs the Counseling Center on campus, and she has completely changed. She’s a wonderful woman. Whatever happened after we broke up, it really did a number on her, and it turned her life around. If I were single, I’d go out with her in a heartbeat,” she said confidently, grinning impishly. “I would completely trust her, now.”

“You’re too forgiving,” Lenara chastised her old lover. She quirked an elegant eyebrow. “If you were single would you still go out with me?” she asked playfully.

“Nope,” Kieran replied, eyes flashing merriment, a wicked grin on her face.

“You wouldn’t? Whyever not?” Lenara was genuinely stung.

“If I were single, I would have already asked you to marry me,” Kieran said seriously, “the second I saw you again.”

Lenara blushed. “I would’ve probably asked you first, before you had a chance,” she replied. “I’ve often wondered, over the years, if it would’ve lasted, if our circumstances had actually allowed us to marry.”

Kieran took her hand. “Honey, I think we’d have gotten on famously. I think it’s a shame you’ve never married.”

Lenara cocked her head. “I’ve had a few relationships. Nothing that ever lasted more than a year or two. I think it’s what I said a long time ago—the right person would make me stop caring about my work so much. I’ve only found that once, with you, and consequently, anyone else I’ve been with I ended up neglecting. I pity the people who have endured me,” she laughed. “I’m not an easy woman to be with. At least,” she snickered as eyes sparkled with humor, “that’s what I’ve been told. Now, I’m starting to think I’m too old and set in my ways to let anyone into my life, anyway.”

Kieran snorted. “Lenara, you’re thirty-seven. That’s young.”

“Not for a joined Trill,” she replied easily. “It is inordinately stressful for the host body to carry the symbiont, and unlike humans, we don’t live a lengthy lifespan. The symbiont will go on for hundreds of years, but a host is lucky to make it to seventy-five.”

“You never told me that. I would have outlived you by fifty years?” she said softly, stunned.

“You? Not likely. You command types are too reckless for words. I’ll probably outlive you,” she teased. 

Kieran chuckled. “Oh, yeah, I’m really living dangerously, these days. I’m most likely to die if one of the girls on my basketball team gets pissed off and murders me,” she teased. “Or Naomi,” she added, waggling her eyebrows. 

Lenara laughed brightly. “I’m sure she frequently looks at her pillow and calculates how long it would take to suffocate you,” she joked. “Especially since you have a veritable parade of ex-lovers through your house on a regular basis.” She sliced a prawn in half, offering a portion to Kieran, who took it greedily. “Would it have stopped you from marrying me, knowing you’d outlive me by such a long time?”

Kieran’s eyes softened perceptibly. “Lenara,” she said sincerely, “nothing would have stopped me from it, if I had had my way. It took the Delta Quadrant, and only something that insurmountable could have kept me from you.”

“I really did try to get you back,” she said sadly. “I’ve never cared about theoretical work again, because I needed a practical application so badly, then. I was so angry for years after that, because when I needed it most, science failed me. I almost walked away from it completely, in fact. Being here, though, I’ve rediscovered my love of it again,” she reported, sipping the last of her tea.

“Speaking of your work,” Kieran ventured, “you remember Kit McCallister? The kid who fell all over herself when she met you?” Her voice was threaded with amusement at the memory.

“How could I forget?” Lenara finished her lunch, chuckling. “She was very sweet.”

“Were you serious about her being your research assistant?” Kieran waved the waiter with the dessert tray over.

“It would be a voluntary basis only. I have no funding for an assistant,” Lenara said apologetically. “But I would write her glowing recommendations for anything she needs them for, in exchange.”

“Like she would want anything in return, but the privilege of working with an intellectual giant like you?” Kieran scolded.

They selected an extravagant raspberry mousse cake to share, and sent the waiter scurrying to bring it, with coffee.

“Does she really understand my research?” Lenara was awed.

“I expect so. Lenara, this kid is like nothing I’ve ever seen, intellectually, athletically. And I just—I don’t know, I love her so much,” she added, bewildered by it.

“I can see that,” she pursed her lips, smiling fondly. “What is it, about her?”

“I don’t know, really. She—touches my heart, somehow.” Kieran couldn’t begin to articulate it, but there it was.

Lenara laughed. “You can be so obtuse, sometimes, Commander,” she chided her. “She’s like you were. That’s what it is.”

“No,” Kieran argued, “that’s not true. I was never that bright, never that enamored with the world around me. She has an innocence about her, a way of looking at the world that just floors me.”

“Be’thal,” Lenara touched her sleeve. “So did you. It’s what I fell in love with about you. You woke up every morning like the world was a gift someone left on your doorstep, smiling and happy and beautiful and whole. I was enthralled by it, and caught up in it with you. You made me feel so much joy, just to be able to share that vision with you. It’s contagious, and very attractive.”

“There’s more to it, Lenara. There’s—I don’t know, this dark cloud or something, that blocks the sun sometimes. One minute, Kit is bubbling over and talkative and full of energy, and the next, it’s like someone has pulled the plug and let it all drain away,” Kieran puzzled over it. “I can’t figure it out.”

Lenara accepted the coffee from the waiter, adding cream and sugar to it. “Kieran, you were like that, too. Whenever you talked about your sister, it was like a bank of storm clouds had just rolled in on your mood. Maybe Kit has some hidden sorrow, like you did.”

“Mine wasn’t hidden,” Kieran supplied. “I wore it on my sleeve. I couldn’t help it,” she admitted. “Do you believe in an afterlife?”

Lenara grinned at the abrupt jump in topics, but it was typical of Kieran. “I believe my symbiont will live on, and in that sense, so will I. Why?”

“I died twice while I was on Voyager, and both times, I talked to Cassidy. And everything she told me has come true,” Kieran divluged her darker secrets.

“You died?” Lenara’s fingers unconsciously fisted, her knuckles turning white around her spoon. Her Trill markings paled momentarily, and Kieran watched in amazement.

She really does still love me, Kieran realized, surprised at the strength of Lenara’s reaction. “It’s okay, sweetie.” She reached for the Trill’s fist, unclenching it and stroking her palm to relaxation. “Lenara,” she said firmly, making the smaller woman listen. “I’m right here, love. I’m fine,” she assured her, soothing her momentary fright. “Naomi was a little girl, then, and she was kidnapped by some aliens. I tried to stop them and they shot me in the chest. It destroyed my heart, and I crossed over to the other side. Voyager’s doctor replicated an artificial heart and saved me. That’s how B'Elanna’s and my first date ended—with me in critical condition,” she laughed. “I should have taken a hint about the relationship, but as you pointed out, I am obtuse.”

Lenara finally breathed again, laughing nervously. “And the second time?”

“My artificial heart failed. It had to be replaced. Not a big deal. It just happened during my command track final exam, and that was a bit inconvenient, to say the least, but I still got my promotion,” she said with a shrug.  

“I want to hear all your Voyager stories,” Lenara said faintly. “I want to know everything that happened from the moment we said goodbye until you and I saw each other at your house.”

“That could take a lot of time, Dre’on. It was thirteen years. I guess you’ll have to keep these lunch dates, if you want the scoop.” Kieran’s eyes warmed perceptibly as she hinted at a more regular interaction for the former lovers.

“That could take years. I think we need to spend an afternoon together, and you can tell me start to finish,” Lenara decided.

“I’m going to Chicago on Saturday to see Kit fight in a martial arts tournament. I’m going to surprise her,” she announced excitedly. “So I’m pretty booked this weekend.”

“Why don’t I come with you? I’d like to see Kit again, and I’ve never been to a fight,” she asked hopefully.

She’s lonely, Kieran realized, or she’d never be so eager to go watch something her gentle heart will consider violent… “That would be great. Kit would love it if you came, I’m sure. She’s a black belt, you know.”

Lenara had no idea what Kieran was talking about, but she nodded and smiled anyway. “What time should I come to your house?”

_________________

Kieran Wildman stood at the bedroom window, staring out into the darkened street, unable to sleep again. Naomi no longer made it home on Friday nights, and Seven was usually out, too, which left the Commander at loose ends. She resisted the urge to call Lenara, though it was certainly her first instinct. She glanced at the chronometer, realized it was far too late to contact B'Elanna or Robin, or anyone, for that matter, and toyed with the idea of walking to campus. Naomi would probably still be awake.

Kieran sighed gustily, shoving her hands in the pockets of her jeans. She heard a door close, and realized Seven must be home. She considered going downstairs to talk to her, but then realized that the door she’d heard was the balcony door to Seven’s bedroom, and Seven had company. She couldn’t make out the voice of Seven’s companion, but she was fairly certain it was female. 

Kieran crept downstairs, not wanting to get an earful of Seven’s sex-life. She replicated a cold beer, built a fire, and got her guitar out of the dusty case, sitting on the sofa, strumming it. She wondered if Naomi was at a party, or studying, or working on a project for her quad. She had told Kieran after practice that she had a term paper to work on, so Kieran figured she was at the library. Naomi had left practice with Jenny Calvert, who was Naomi’s closest friend on the team. The two women roomed together on the road, and commiserated over their long distance relationships. Jenny teased Naomi that Kieran hardly counted as being long-distance, but Kieran decided Naomi was really more accurate than not, in describing them that way. 

Amorous sounds drifted down the stairs, and Kieran had to smile. Seven was finally seeing someone regularly, and from the things Kieran had been overhearing for the past couple of weeks, the relationship was certainly a steamy one. The stillness was punctuated by laughter, by groans and appreciative murmurs, and Kieran wished she could cram her fingers into her ears far enough to stop the transmission of sound entirely. She was just enough of a voyeur to be aroused by the intimate snippets, and frustrated enough over her wife’s perpetual absence that she had to avail herself of her own attentions far too often. 

This must be what I put B'Elanna through when I was in command school, she realized. Always alone, sexually deprived, and feeling left out. It was easier when Seven wasn’t dating, because I could always cry on her shoulder, and she kept me distracted. But this is best for her—she has to have a life that doesn’t revolve around me or Naomi, and it’s selfish of me to miss her. Man, whoever she’s with must be damned good. Seven’s getting to be as vocal as Naomi, she shuddered at the provocative sounds. Hell, I’m not going to sit here and get all worked up listening to them. I need to clear my head.
Kieran let herself out the door of the old Victorian and walked down the empty street, along the row of darkened houses, past barking dogs and neatly trimmed hedges, in the cool, damp air. She walked for over an hour before she headed back home, hoping Seven and her lover had exhausted themselves and fallen asleep. As she approached the house, she saw someone standing on the sidewalk, staring up at her bedroom window. She quickened her step, then stopped in her tracks.

The streetlamp served as backlighting, puddling around the dimunutive woman whose wistful expression was one of unmistakable love and longing.

“Lenara?” Kieran said softly, her heart lurching in her chest. “Is everything okay?” She rushed to her former lover, worried. “My God, what are you doing here at this hour?” She took both of the Trill’s hands, studying her intently. “I know I said not to be late meeting me for Kit’s tournament, but honey, that’s several hours away,” she teased.

Lenara was grateful for the dim light, which helped to hide her embarrassment and the waning color of her spots. “I could ask you the same thing,” she defended herself.

“I live here,” Kieran shot back. 

“Yes, but why aren’t you sleeping?” Lenara insisted, squeezing Kieran’s hands.

“I have insomnia,” she contended. “Induced by the constant absence of my wife. Sometimes I just get too lonely to fall asleep,” she admitted, sounding haunted.

Lenara nodded. “Me, too. So I was out walking. I always end up walking to your house and back to my apartment, probably because it’s the perfect distance to wear me out.”

“Is that the only reason?” Kieran asked softly, sliding her arms around the Trill.

“You know it’s not,” Lenara admitted.

“Come in, sweetie, have some wine. If neither of us is going to sleep, we might as well be awake together,” she hugged her close.

“Okay,” Lenara agreed, sinking into her embrace, clinging longer than she should have. 

Kieran found a decent vintage in the wine rack, uncorked it, and took the whole bottle into the living room with two glasses. Lenara was sitting in front of the fireplace, trying to shake off the chill and damp of the night air. She shivered in the radiant heat from the smoldering embers, and Kieran knelt beside her. 

“Let me build this back up, if you’re cold, sweetie,” she offered, tossing a fresh log on the coals and stirring them into a pile alongside the wood. “Here, this should warm the cockles of your heart.” She handed the wine to Lenara, who sipped it tentatively.

“This is nice,” Lenara replied, nodding approval. “You must have learned a lot about it, since we dated,” she noted.

“About what? Wine?” Kieran asked, laughing. “I only know what I learned from Kathryn.”

Lenara smiled. “Could have fooled me.” The silence hung between them, and she filled it by saying “I’m sorry to just show up on your doorstep, Kieran,” she apologized, her sea green-gray eyes softening.

“You don’t ever have to apologize, Lenara,” she assured her, settling in beside her. “Shar Be’thal,” she said in Lenara’s native Trill, “my door is always open. Please, believe that.”

Lenara sipped her wine, regarding Kieran with a tender expression. “You are always kind to me. Your mother would have a thing or two to say about my lurking in your neighborhood, I imagine.”

“My mother can get bent,” Kieran scowled. “I’m glad you’re here. I was getting sick of the sound of my own breathing.”

“You were playing?” Lenara inclined her head toward the couch, where Kieran’s guitar was still lying.

“Not really,” she replied.

“Would you play for me?” she asked softly. “Unless of course, you’ve learned to refuse the requests of your fans.”

Kieran grinned. “You’d be my only one,” she laughed.

_________________

Kathryn Janeway tossed her jacket over the chair in Seven’s room, watching the former Borg as she built a fire. “You weren’t kidding about your room being extravagant,” she commented, filling her eyes with the blonde’s backside.

Seven busied herself placing starter material around the logs, nodding. “It’s very nice, isn’t it? Kieran was very careful to make sure that my quarters were no less lavish than her own. It was one reason she picked this house, in particular. I believe if I hadn’t liked it, she wouldn’t have bought it. After she went to that much trouble, I certainly couldn’t refuse to live with her and Naomi.” She brushed her hands off and stood upright.

“And you get along, the three of you?” Kathryn asked faintly.

“Naomi is never here, so it’s mostly the two of us,” Seven pointed out, moving to her wife’s side and taking her hands. “I’m glad you could stay, tonight. I know you have a thousand things to do on your new ship.” She smiled invitingly at her spouse, her eyes warming in the flickering firelight as she regarded Kathryn, brushing her fingertips over the older woman’s cheek.

Kathryn closed her eyes, memorizing the caress. “Thank you for asking me. I know you’ve had a lot to think about, and the sessions with Robin are taxing. I’m glad you wanted to at least try, with me.”

Seven kissed her tenderly, lifting her chin with gentle fingers, exploring her lips sweetly. “I have to try, because obviously, I haven’t stopped loving you,” she admitted. “And I am trying to learn to be a better partner.”

She pulled Kathryn over to the bed, drawing her down, taking the smaller woman in her arms. 

“You mean through the therapy?” Kathryn asked, her eyes darkening with desire as they touched.

“Not only that,” Seven cradled her warmly. “I have been watching Kieran and Naomi, and I know that anytime they struggle, they try harder, they give more. I know you’re trying, every bit as much as I am, and I appreciate it.”

“Does it feel like a struggle?” Kathryn touched Seven’s face, peering intently into blue eyes.

“At times. Not because of anything you do, but because of our past. I—remember things that happened with us, and I get intimidated by them, but I force myself to calmness and I talk myself out of the panic that tries to settle in my heart. It gets easier, the more I spend time with you,” she assured her.

“You mean you remember my abuse,” the Captain concluded guiltily, averting her eyes.

“Yes. Most vividly, the night you were committed. I know, rationally, you were out of your head that night, and not responsible for your actions. But I am still afraid, sometimes, that the person who was in my bed that night could come back. Does that make sense?” Seven asked, worrying at her bottom lip.

“Perfect sense. And I can only promise you that person doesn’t exist, now. But my words are only words, Seven, and I have to regain your faith. I know that,” she asserted, twining their fingers together and pulling them apart. She laced them together again, watching thoughtfully.  “I’m willing to do that, whatever it takes. And to be honest, I don’t remember very much about that night, until after Kieran sedated me. The time between when Kate Pulaski released me from the clinic in the afternoon and I was admitted to the psych ward that night is a blur, until Kieran had me down on the bed, forcibly medicating me. I don’t remember what I did to you, or if I did anything to her.”

“Do you want to know?” Seven asked hesitantly. “I think it would only upset you.”

“I think that should be something we discuss with Robin, don’t you?” Kathryn urged. “Because it will probably raise issues we need to deal with, and her assistance might be critical.”

“Agreed,” Seven sighed with relief. “As for Kieran, you tried to strangle her and she dispatched you without incident,” Seven chuckled.  “But don’t feel bad. She slaughtered B'Elanna when B'Elanna tried to attack her, too.”

Kathryn’s eyes lit up. “When did B'Elanna ever attack her?”

“When she found out about Naomi and Kieran. She was being protective of Naomi, and she went for Kieran’s throat. I saw the whole thing. Kieran fell onto to her back, planted her foot in B'Elanna’s chest, and threw over backwards. B'Elanna flew easily eight feet. She came up breathing fire, she was so angry, and Kieran, ever cool headed, simply locked B'Elanna’s arm behind her back and shoved her into a bulkhead,” Seven laughed. “My eyes must have been as big as a Borg sphere,” she hooted, slapping her thigh. “I really thought Kieran would break B'Elanna’s arm, but she didn’t. She warned her not to say anything that would hurt Naomi’s feelings, and told her B'Elanna could think whatever she wanted of Kieran, but to mind Naomi’s feelings, or she’d take B'Elanna to the holodeck and dismantle her with a bat’leth,” Seven gasped, she was laughing so hard. 

Kathryn was astonished. “When did this happen?”

“In the cargo bay, while we were at Qian. When Kieran released B'Elanna, B'Elanna shouted all sorts of insults about Kieran being weak, and how Kieran should have broken her arm. But she left. I think she knew Kieran could have easily damaged her, if she had chosen to. B'Elanna gained new respect for Kieran, that day, I think,” Seven said pensively.

“I can’t believe the things that went on on my ship, without my knowledge,” Kathryn chuckled. “If you’d have asked me to pick a victor in that match up, I’d have chosen B'Elanna hands-down,” she added.

“Me, too. I think because Kieran is so gentle, we underestimate her strength,” she said with unveiled admiration. “B'Elanna certainly did. The look of pure disbelief on her face, when Kieran sent her flying, was just—priceless. All that Klingon arrogance just drained away, like ions in a particle storm,” Seven smirked.

Kathryn shook her head, smiling at her wife, propping herself up on one arm. “You never told me any of that. What else don’t I know?”

“Many, many things, I suspect,” Seven admitted. “Being in command, as you’ve pointed out, is like parenting. As a parent, there are things we can never know about our children, and I shudder to think of things that we will be in the dark about,” she sounded worried.

“Darling,” Kathryn kissed her lightly, “Geejay will be fine. She has so many people looking out for her—not just us. Naomi always did, too. Look at how many people were trying to watch out for her best interests, after all,” she pointed out.

“You’re right,” Seven agreed. “I still fret, sometimes, though. Geejay is sensitive, Kathryn, and she asks intelligent questions about why we don’t live together. And she is confused about who her parents are, at times. I am concerned that by living apart, we are doing more harm than we know.”

“Do you want to live together, then?” Kathryn asked hopefully. “You know you can always come to Indiana. Mom would dance a jig, if you did,” she added.

“I have my life, here,” Seven said softly. “I’m not ready to be together, all the time, not yet. I am happy with the way things are, for now,” she affirmed as much for herself as Kathryn.

“Are you happy, Seven?” Kathryn wanted reassurance. “Do you think things are getting better between us?”  The auburn haired woman searched glacier blue eyes, wanting an honest assessment.

“Of course I do. We are intimate, again, and that was the biggest step for me—trusting you with that again. I think there is plenty of room for improvement, on all fronts, but I am happy with our progress. Are you?” she asked sweetly, studying Kathryn’s expression.

“You know me,” she hedged, “I always want everything, right this instant. Patience has never been my strong suit,” she confessed. “But I do think things are improving, all the time. I feel closer to you now than I did the last three years we were on Voyager, and we don’t even live together, now,” Kathryn realized with a smile. 

Seven waggled her eyebrows. “Do you want me, right this instant?” she flirted, reaching for Kathryn’s blouse buttons.

Kathryn’s mouth was suddenly dry. “I always want you,” she said truthfully, arching into Seven’s palms as the Borg kissed her deeply.

There was an openness about Seven that was new to their relationship, a willingness to experiment and to risk, that Kathryn was startled by, but grateful for. Perhaps it had been there all along, and she had been unable to see it, or to unleash it in Seven, but for whatever reason, the former drone was more assertive about what she wanted, and about trying new things. Kathryn was the beneficiary of that adventurous spirit, and Seven made love to her in positions and combinations of techniques that made the Captain’s head spin. 

Seven’s fingers were nimble as she removed Kathryn’s clothing, following with her lips as fabric slid away.  Kathryn had begun to learn to allow Seven to lead this way, to be the aggressor, without any attempts to take the upper hand in the seduction.  She was finding she enjoyed the surrender, needed to be wanted as much as Seven seemed to want her.

Seven gathered the smaller woman into her lap, both of them naked and warm, and she slid her hand beneath Kathryn’s buttocks, penetrating her from beneath her behind. “Put your arms around my neck, love,” she kissed Kathryn feverishly, fondling between slender thighs with her other hand, while Kathryn wriggled in her lap, groaning into her mouth. She pleasured her that way for what seemed to be an eternity, until Kathryn was desperate in her need, aching for release. Seven stopped teasing her, then, finding her node, rubbing insistently as she filled Kathryn fully. Seven swallowed the last vestige of her reluctance, remembering the things Kieran and Naomi had told her about communication during sex, and she whispered in Kathryn’s ear, “come for me, Kathryn. I can feel how much you want to, I can feel how much you need to,” her voice was low and urgent. Kathryn’s body went suddenly rigid, immediately responding to Seven’s tone and her insistent desire, her climax forceful and sharp.

“Seven!” she cried out, shaking violently with her release, clinging to her lover, overwhelmed by the demands of her body. “Oh, God, Seven,” she buried her face in the young Borg’s shoulder, biting softly at the collar bone.

Seven drew her own legs up, moving Kathryn closer into her embrace, holding her wife so close there was less than a breath between them. “I love you, Kathryn,” she murmured as the climax shook them both, the bed rocking with the breaking of Kathryn’s passion. 

Kathryn was speechless, sheltered in Seven’s arms, drained of all thought. Seven cuddled her, protective of her vulnerability, moved by the honesty of her response. 

Gentle fingers slid free of her intimate places, and Kathryn rested against Seven’s stronger frame, eyes closed, heart aching. “I need you,” she said softly. “I can’t lose you,” she held tightly to her.

“My Kathryn,” Seven kissed her hair, “you have not lost me. And I need you, just as much,” she affirmed, drawing a shuddering breath, her emotions exposed and obvious. 

Kathryn lifted her face to Seven’s, capturing her lips, kissing her fiercely. It would be a long journey, but at last it was underway.

_______________

Kieran Wildman had obliged Lenara Kahn’s request and serenaded her through three songs. They talked over the rest of the bottle of wine, and ended up cuddling on the couch and falling asleep together, Lenara in Kieran’s arms, sleeping more peacefully than she had slept in weeks. When the sun crept through the floor to ceiling windows, Lenara awakened with a start, then settled back into Kieran’s embrace, loathe to surrender it so soon. Seven of Nine was more than a little surprised to find the Trill sleeping with her daughter-in-law, but she fixed breakfast for them without comment.

The scent of bagels and coffee drew Kieran out of her stupor, though she groaned from the after-effects of too much wine. Lenara eased out of her arms, then, laughing.

“You have a hangover?” she squeezed the bridge of her own nose, grimacing.

“Jesus,” Kieran gasped. “In the worst way. I’ll get us a couple of hyposprays,” she offered, going to the replicator.

Seven regarded her with a discerning air. “Late night?” she asked pointedly.

“Yes,” Kieran replied. “And certainly not as loud or interesting as yours, your Borgness,” she retorted. 

“I—am sorry, Kieran,” Seven didn’t realize how inconsiderate she had been. “I didn’t mean to keep you awake.”

“I know, Seven,” Kieran relented her momentary irritation and kissed her cheek. “I’m glad for you, honey, truly. I didn’t mean to snap. I just don’t want any shit from you about Lenara being here.”

“Do I need to give you shit?” Seven asked.

“Of course not. Look, I know you worry about Naomi and I, but obviously Naomi isn’t too worried, or she’d come home once in awhile. So don’t you fret, either,” she said bitterly. 

Seven shook her head piteously. “You need to tell her how much you miss her, Kieran. You know she’d come home if you did.”

Kieran sighed. “I am the one who told her to go immerse herself in the Academy, so it’s my own fault. I have to get this medicine to Lenara, before her head explodes.”

“Breakfast is ready, if you’re hungry,” she offered gently. “Kieran?” She waited for the taller woman to turn back around. “I didn’t mean to question you. I know you’d never do anything to hurt Naomi.”

__________________

Kieran Wildman and Lenara Kahn materialized in the transporter station at the University of Chicago, checking the chronometer in the square. “We’re just going to make the preliminaries,” Kieran told Lenara. “It’s this way.”

They walked briskly through the frigid November air, heading for the gymnasium where Kit McCallister was competing in a Kenpo tournament. They intended to surprise Kieran’s recruit, and had not told her they would be coming to the tourney. Lenara was astonished that her breath hung in the air in great, swirling clouds, and she kept touching them.

“It’s like the atmoshpere at the Tenaran ice cliffs,” she said in wonder. “It’s so cold here, compared to San Francisco,” she murmured, shivering in the brittle air.

Kieran gathered the smaller woman under her arm. “Come here,” she said gently, “I’ll keep you from freezing.”

Kieran slipped into the arena, still wrapped intimately with Lenara and trying to blend in with the crowd, concerned that if Kit saw her, it might interfere with her concentration. “The last time I snuck up on Kit in a fight, I blew her composure so bad, she got knocked flat,” she explained to the Trill. “So I’m trying to keep a low profile, until she gets through the first few fights.”

“You’re a little difficult to obscure, Kieran,” Lenara teased her. “But if we take this staircase, we shouldn’t be noticed.”

Kieran thought the competition sounded fierce, after reading the biographies of the black belts in the running, and she was worried for Kit’s safety. “Jesus,” she breathed, leaning over to show Lenara the descriptions. “This guy she’s got to take on first sounds massive.”

The preliminaries had begun in the other belt classes, and Kieran watched with mild interest as the green and brown belt competitions opened. She checked the schedule, and noted that Kit was set to fight first in the black belt class. Her opponent was listed as Rodney Brown, who both outweighed Kit, and was several inches taller than her. Kieran didn’t think that boded well. She folded her hands, flanked by spectators on all sides, watching the opening maneuvers. “There she is,” she whispered to Lenara, pointing to the sparring mat where Kit was squaring off with Rodney.

Lenara’s eyes bulged. “That man will kill her, Kieran,” she said with alarm.  She started to get up, as if to stop the fight.

“Honey, you can’t,” Kieran warned, pulling Lenara back down. “Kit is an expert at this. She does it all the time,” she tried to sound confident. She wrapped her arm around Lenara’s waist, unconsciously squeezing her everytime a blow was struck.

Kit moved with leonine grace, wiry and quick, her blocks and checks accurate and immediate. She landed a front snap kick on her opponent, sending Rodney Brown sprawling. Kieran noted that after every exchange, both combatants squared their bodies, found their centers of gravity, and began a new sequence of strikes and blocks. Kit’s upper body strength was impressive, and her strikes and grabs had Brown in a quandary. He was better with his kicks, but Kit efficiently blocked him. She swept his right leg when he tried to roundhouse kick her with his left, and she smiled ferally. Blows fell to his ribs, to his chest, to his jaw, and he was tiring. Kieran’s heart thundered as she watched Kit defeat him soundly, moving on to the next round. Poor Lenara had beads of perspiration on her lovely Trill markings, she was so frightened for Kit’s safety. When the match was called in Kit’s favor, Kieran and Lenara jumped up and cheered, hugging each other with relief.

The day progressed that way, and Kit, as she predicted to Kieran, ended up in the finals. The tournament adjourned from the morning session and broke for lunch, and Kieran decided Kit was steady enough, expert enough, and professional enough that having Kieran in the stands wouldn’t faze her. She made her way down the bleachers, towering above most of the spectators, and Kit spotted her right away, as she led the Trill scientist down the aisles.

“Kieran!” she hollered, rushing up the last three rows to grab her basketball mentor. “How long have you been here?” she demanded, hugging the daylights out of the tall Commander. “Dr. Kahn,” she extended her hand, shaking Lenara’s. 

Kieran grinned mischeivously. “Since your first round. You look amazing, kiddo.” She tousled Kit’s hair fondly. “You are one frightening package,” she praised her. “I don’t think you even broke a sweat.”

Kit smiled warmly up at her. “If you do the techniques properly, you don’t,” she advised, grinning. “It’s all about economy of motion, control of gravity, and geometry of motion,” she explained. 

“Can you take a lunch break with us?” Kieran asked hopefully. Her stomach growled loudly. 

“Sure,” Kit agreed readily. “I won’t eat much, though. I have to stay light for the finals.” She patted her stomach. “And I promised Reese I’d eat with her—is it okay if she comes too?”

“Hey, I’ll even buy,” Kieran agreed, nodding. 

Reese Taft jogged over just then. “KT!” she grinned up at the taller woman. “Thanks for the autographed picture,” she said sincerely, eyes wide with admiration. “That was so thoughtful of you.”

“You’re welcome, Reese. I was just telling Kit we’d like to take you guys to lunch. Reese, this is my colleague, Dr. Lenara Kahn, from Trill.”

Reese’s jaw fell. “The wormhole woman? Oh my God, we read your DS-9 research in my AP astronomy class,” she said with awe, shaking Lenara’s hand. “I didn’t understand a single word of it, but it must have been something,” she admitted.

Lenara chuckled. “It was a sight to see,” she agreed.

“What are you in the mood for?” Kit asked, insinuating herself between Kieran and Lenara, so that Kieran could put an arm around her.

Kieran considered. “Something spicy,” she decided, draping her arm over Kit’s shoulders. She watched the dark blonde’s eyes light up at the gesture, and squeezed her lightly.

“Great,” Kit enthused, slipping her arm around Kieran’s waist. “I know this Thai place that has the most amazing red coconut curry you’ll ever eat,” she promised.

“That’s one of my favorites,” Kieran nodded eagerly. “Is that okay with you?” she looked at Reese and Lenara.

“Perfect,” Reese agreed, happy to go anywhere with her idol. 

Lenara nodded enthusiastically. “I love Thai food.”

_________________ 

Kit McCallister ate a Thai chicken salad, while Kieran and Lenara both ate the red coconut curried chicken and rice Kit had recommended. Kieran’s palate burned, but the food was excellent. She marvelled at Lenara, who added more ground peppers to hers to heat it up. Reese stuck to Pad Thai, a sweet noodle dish with chicken, shrimp, peanuts and green onion.

“Man, it’s great to see you,” Kieran said fondly, touching Kit’s hand across the table. “How have you been?”

Kit beamed at her. “You showed up to watch me fight. Could I be better?” she laughed happily.

“Hey, kiddo.” Kieran sipped her beer, “I want to thank you again for the lessons you’re giving Naomi. She’s scoring in the top of her class, now. You’re a wizard.”

Kit shrugged. “Naw. She just had nerves about piloting, that’s all. Once she realized it’s just like a computer game, she was fine. It’s all mental,” Kit contended. “Especially with her,” she added. “Do you know what I mean, KT? It’s almost like she’s too smart. Piloting isn’t—complicated enough for her.”

Kieran smiled at her recruit. “If you say so. But then explain something to me. If she likes complicated, what the hell does she see in me?” she laughed.

Reese blushed, thinking about what Naomi likely saw in Kieran. Kit nudged her under the table. “Reese has an opinion on that one, KT,” she teased her buddy.

Kieran quirked an eyebrow. “Out with it, then,” she chuckled, taking a large bite of curry with a strip of green bell pepper.

“I’m keeping my opinions to myself,” Reese blocked the inquiry, wrinkling her nose disdainfully at Kit. “How is Naomi?” she deflected the razzing with a serious tone.

“Gorgeous as ever,” Kieran bragged. “Acing most of her classes, kicking ass on the basketball team. Shane Bilbrey had a strained hammie, and Naomi has had to step up her minutes off the bench to cover Shane’s spot. She’s tearing it up,” Kieran smiled proudly.

“Yeah,” Kit agreed. “Twelve points in eighteen minutes, the other night, and eight boards. I was cheering so loud, Uncle Kenny threatened to ground me if I woke up the kids,” she laughed. “She was on a highlight on ESPN,” Kit reported. “I recorded it for her. I’ll give her the disc when she comes for her lesson on Tuesday. And you forgot to tell Reese that Naomi finished her Velocity season with an honorable mention for the All American Team.”

Kieran toasted Kit’s enthusiasm. “Na has her first fan, then.” She squeezed Kit’s hand across the table. “I hope she’s prepared for all the fuss. I didn’t deal with it well.”

“Speaking of fuss,” Reese nodded toward a table of people who were pointing at Kieran and whispering. “You’re about to get hit up for autographs, I bet,” she grinned at Kieran.

“I don’t know about that,” Kieran winked at Kit. “In San Francisco, Kit’s the famous one,” she advised. “We walked into a dojo, and the instructor knew who Kit was in a nanosecond. Fell all over herself to get Kit’s signature,” she added.

Lenara blinked rapidly. “You get asked for autographs, like Kieran does?” she asked Kit.

“She exaggerates,” Kit accused, smiling. “But it was kind of fun,” she admitted. “I never expected anyone outside the Chicago area to know me.”

Reese rolled her eyes. “She gets fan mail from all over the planet, but she thinks no one in San Francisco will recognize her. Nimrod,” she accused, flipping a drop of water at Kit from the glass in front of her.

Kieran looked up just as two teenaged boys cleared their throats, standing nervously beside the booth. “Are you Kieran Thompson?” one asked.

Kieran nodded. “Wildman, actually, now. But I was, yes,” she agreed.

“Would you autograph this for me?” he gave her a paper menu.

“Sure,” Kieran agreed, signing the menu and handing it back to him.

“Thanks.” He stood there, uncertain of what to say. His friend nudged him. “Well, thanks again,” he murmured, letting his friend pull him away. “I told you it was her,” he hissed at his companion.

“I need to visit the facilites,” Kit announced. “You three try to keep it clean while I’m gone, and if Entertainment Tonight shows up for the event of having her highness in town, tell the anchor I’m here, too,” she teased, heading for the ensuite.

Kieran watched her walk away. “That’s an amazing kid,” she sighed. “I bet her aunt and uncle are too proud for words.”

Reese shook her head. “Not really. They work her like a dog. Now that she’s decided to do Starfleet, she’s a liability to them. No private school, no big wad of cash for them,” she explained. “Kit gets treated like a commodity,” she reported. “She’s been working every night for weeks, trying to earn enough money to pay for simulator time, her letter jacket, and her class ring. Her uncle makes her log time for everything they buy her. And that damned school makes money hand over fist,” she groused. “He tells her how it’s struggling, but my dad handles their finances, and I know they are loaded. Kenny guilt trips Kit to get her to kiss his ass,” she growled.

“I take it you don’t like him very much,” Kieran studied Reese’s expression. 

“He’s always looking out for himself, and all he cares about is what he wants. He pretends to care about Kit, but he’s just using her for cheap labor. She doesn’t get to date, because he won’t let her. She never goes to school dances, because he won’t pay for the dress clothes. He’s cut back her competitions to the point that she’s starting to fall off the radar, as far as Kenpo goes,” she added. “Kit is so miserable. But she pretends everything’s fine.”

Kit rejoined them just then, ending Reese’s tirade against Kenneth McCallister. “Hey, we need to get back,” she advised. “I have to do my kata in less than an hour, and I want to run through it before the performance.”

Reese scooted out of the booth, looking up at Kieran. “I lost in second rounds. Can I sit with you and Dr. Kahn to watch Kit finish out the day?”

Kieran put an arm around her shoulder. “Absolutely.” She slid her other arm around Kit’s shoulders, so as not to cause any jealousy. “You kick ass this afternoon, Kit,” she instructed, kissing her hair fondly. “I’m so proud of you,” she added.

Kit looked up at her, stunned by the praise. Her eyes misted briefly, but she swallowed down her emotion. “Thanks, KT,” she said with a catch in her voice. “That means a lot, coming from you.”

____________

Kieran Wildman sat pressed tightly into her companions, watching Kit’s performance. The kata was an elegant artform of movement and dance, of technique and style, and Kieran was moved by Kit’s grace and skill and fluidity.

Reese sat close, whispering explanations of what Kit was doing. “That technique was the circling windmills,” she said quietly. “The concept is that you learn a set of techniques for each belt, mostly defensive counters to some sort of attack. In the kata you perform each technique, and it almost becomes choreography,” she whispered. “Kit is one of the best I’ve ever seen.”

“It’s lovely,” Kieran agreed, nodding. “She’s just so lithe, so comfortable in her body. It reminds me of Naomi,” she said softly, eyes glued to the performance.

“This one is called Bowing to Buddha,” Reese explained.

“Kit used that same sequence to drop that guy—Rodney Brown,” Kieran recalled. “It looked so vicious when she did it to him, but now, it’s like—poetry,” she breathed. “God, what a beautiful performance,” she murmured, rising to applaud as the kata ended. The stands shook with thunderous applause as Kit received a standing ovation. She bowed politely, exiting the exercise mat, taking her seat along the sidelines and waiting for her championship fight.

Reese smiled broadly. “She’s something else,” she agreed, brown eyes sparkling with approval.

Kieran noted an undertone of attraction, but said nothing. “So how do you think she’ll do in the final?”

“She’ll win,” Reese replied immediately. “She’s undefeated.”

_________________

As predicted, Kit McCallister won the tournament. She was much more elated over having Kieran see the victory than over the victory itself. She had to stay for the obligatory photos and award ceremony, and congratulating all the opponents she bested. Kieran waited patiently, watching the younger woman’s humility and grace under pressure. Kieran knew intimately how difficult and draining it was to be the center of attention, to have all eyes trained on you, and to fend off unwanted attraction from would-be stalkers. Kit handled everything with remarkable aplomb, and Kieran’s esteem for the young woman increased exponentially.

“Hey, kiddo,” she greeted her friend warmly, taking her into a hug. “Let’s see your hardware,” she grinned, lofting the trophy to read the inscription. “Very impressive. And your kata was breathtaking,” she complimented her. “Will you perform it sometime for Naomi? She’d be so taken by the artform,” she knew.

“Okay,” Kit agreed. “I was actually thinking of asking her to set it to a piano piece. She says she plays a little.”

Kieran threw back her head and laughed. “A little? Kit, she’s a master. The symphony orchestra on Qian wanted to make her the pianist for their national symphony,” she boasted. 

“No kidding,” Kit replied, not surprised. “I want to thank you for coming up here, Kieran. You, too, Dr. Kahn. I know you probably had better ways to spend your Saturday,” she added.

Kieran hugged her again. “I can’t think of a single better way, kiddo,” she decided. “Are you heading back to Palatine?”

Kit nodded reluctantly. “Yeah, I guess I have to,” she said regretfully.

Kieran studied her disappointment. “Is Palatine that bad?” she asked, thinking about what Reese had said.

“Not really. I’m just sorry you’re leaving,” she returned, ducking her head from the admission. 

“Sorry, kiddo, but I’m meeting my wife for dinner. We haven’t seen much of each other lately. But I’ll see you again soon, I promise.” She touched Kit’s cheek, making the young woman meet her eyes. “You take care of yourself, champ. I was so impressed with your performance, today,” she said fondly.

“Come on, I’ll walk you guys to the transporter station.” Kit turned to her companion. “Hey Reese, will you watch this for me?” She handed her the huge trophy, and slipped her arms through Kieran’s and Lenara’s.

“Sure, Kit,” Reese agreed. “Hurry, though, my folks will be here to get us.”

The three women walked outside in the late afternoon haze, the evening threatening to descend, cold and windy. “Jesus,” Kieran complained, “how do you stand this weather?”

Kit laughed. “I guess growing up in Florida, you didn’t ever acclimate to real weather,” she shot back. “And now you’re a spoiled Californian.”

“Yeah? Well you’ll be one of us, come next fall. No more wading through snow drifts, Kit,” Kieran noted. “You look tired, sweetie. Did the tourney wear you out?”

“No,” Kit replied immediately. “I’ve just been so busy, lately. You know how it is.”

“Is everything okay at home?” Kieran queried, slowing her stride to give them a chance to talk, and so Lenara could keep up with them.

Kit flinched. “Why would you ask?” her demeanor was instantly guarded. 

“I worry about you,” Kieran admitted. 

“You worry about me?” Kit was incredulous. “Why would you waste the energy?”

Kieran draped an arm around her shoulders. “Can’t help it, Kit,” she contended. “I care about you. You’re stuck with me worrying, now.” 

Kit gazed up at her with a haunted look that cut Kieran to the bone. “You do?” she asked, voice almost inaudible.

Kieran hugged her closer. “I do. A lot. You’re very special to me. I want you to know that. And like I’ve been telling you for weeks, if you need to talk, you contact me. Will you do that?”

Kit nodded. “I’ve hailed you a couple of times,” she pointed out. “It takes a lot for me to trust people, I guess. But I’m getting there.” She smiled up at the taller Commander, heart aching, wishing Kieran wouldn’t go.

“Good. I want you to trust me. I’m your biggest fan, kiddo,” she echoed something Kit had told her once. 

“Kit,” Lenara put in, “Kieran says you’ve decided to attend the Academy. Are you interested in working with me, in my lab?”

“You mean like a job?” Kit asked.

“No, like a research assistantship. You can do it as a volunteer, for the learning experience, or you can do it for course credits. I can send you the details, if you think you might be interested. I usually give my assistants who help with my papers a by-line in the journal articles, if they’re instrumental in the publication.”

“My name would be in a journal article with yours?” she asked, flabbergasted. 

Lenara smiled. “Yes. And you and I might travel to a symposium to present the findings,” she added.

“Of course I’m interested,” she admitted, suppressing the urge to clap her hands. “Even if I can just hang around in your lab—maybe I can absorb some of your genius by osmosis, or something,” she joked. “Thank you, Doctor Kahn.”

Lenara nodded. “I’ll have Kieran send you the information, then.”

They entered the transporter station, and Kieran keyed the controls. “Kit,” she said fondly, kissing her cheek, “you take good care of yourself. Hail me, sweetie, okay?”

Kit nodded, golden eyes devouring Kieran Wildman, memorizing everything about her. As Kieran and Lenara vanished, Kit whispered “I love you, KT.”

Kieran and Lenara materialized in the lobby at the Intergalactic Suites, still shivering from the cold of Chicago. They stepped off the transporter dais, shedding their overcoats, glad to be back in California.

“Thanks for going with me,” Kieran offered, walking alongside her companion. “And thanks for giving Kit the opportunity to work with you.”

“She’s a nice girl.” Lenara smiled up at the tall Commander. “And you’re wonderful with her. I knew you’d be good with kids,” she took Kieran’s arm.

“We never even talked about it. Did you want us to have children?” Kieran wondered, smiling fondly at her old lover.

“It wasn’t something I wanted back then, but now, I think I would like to have a family. I’m not sure I’d be good at it, though. You obviously are. Kit adores you,” Lenara complimented her, squeezing her arm affectionately.

“It’s very mutual. Do you see what I mean, about her clouding over, or is it just me?” Kieran asked, guiding them out the doors of the hotel.

“I saw it too. When we were walking to the transporter station, she started acting strangely. Almost defensive, as if you had some ulterior motive for caring about her. That’s what I observed, anyway,” Lenara supplied.

“Exactly. I get that a lot from her. But then, she said she has trouble trusting people, so maybe that’s how her distrust manifests itself,” Kieran speculated. “I want her to trust me, Lenara. I want to connect with this kid.”

“Honey, I think you are connecting with her. She looks at you with such love, and such a sense of longing. Like you’re the only one that can fill whatever void she has. I recognize the look because I’ve seen it on myself, with regard to you,” she admitted.

Kieran felt her heart lurch in her chest, and she pulled them down to sit on a cement bench. “Is that how I affect you, love? I cause you pain?” she asked softly.

“Sometimes, yes,” Lenara supplied.  “I look at you and it’s like the past thirteen years never happened, like we’re in our twenties again, young and in love. It’s very difficult. I know I shouldn’t allow myself to feel those things, and I should walk away from you when I do. But I’m torn because I enjoy your friendship, and I do need friends.”

“You have my friendship, Nara,” she promised, heart aching. “But you’re lonely, and I don’t give you enough,” she stated sadly. “I can make more time,” she offered resolutely.

“You have a wife, a family,” Lenara argued.

“I never see my wife,” Kieran laughed bitterly. “She and I are lucky if we get one night a week together, now. It feels more like a long-distance relationship than a marriage,” she groused. “I know what you mean, though about the past disappearing. Sometimes, when we’re together I—” she held both of Lenara’s hands, their faces only inches apart, lost in seafoam green-blue eyes. “Oh, Nara, you confuse hell out of me,” she confessed. “Right now I want to kiss you, and tell you all the wonderful things I feel for you, and run away together. But I can’t.”

“I know. I struggle with the same impulses. And I worry about how my need impacts your state of mind,” Lenara replied.

“My state of mind?” Kieran retained Lenara’s hand, chest swelling with love.

“You’re the type that rushes to fill a void, like air in a vaccuum. You don’t always know how to keep your sympathy separate from your obligations. I think you and I are dangerous together, because of that. You confuse your pity for me with love and desire, and that is a problem.” 

Kieran sighed. “I’m trying to sort it out in my head, and keep it from getting confused. But this is new territory for me. Ordinarily, when my relationships have ended, they’ve ended so badly, there were no lingering doubts, no unanswered questions. I was ready to make the break. But it’s not like that with us,” she said softly. “I’ll keep trying to work through it, though, I promise. Will you be patient with me?”

Lenara nodded. “If you will be patient with me.”

“This isn’t like me,” Kieran said miserably. “Everything in my life has always been cut and dried, black and white, and you’re just—gray. Everything about you is gray, my feelings, my boundaries, my definitions of you. I don’t know what to do about it. Naomi was right to feel threatened, I guess, if I’m so conflicted over you.”

Kieran sighed, knowing she would find no answers this day. “I’m supposed to meet Naomi at her quad in about ten minutes. Where are you off to?” she pulled the Trill up again, walking toward her office building.

“Probably home,” Lenara replied lamely. “I could do some work, but I’m not particularly motivated, right now.”

Kieran stopped on the sidewalk in front of Lenara’s building, where her lab was located. “Are you okay, honey?” she asked, concerned. 

“I’m in one of my reflective moods, I suppose,” she replied, gazing up at the taller woman. “You run on, and have fun tonight. Give my regards to your wife, won’t you?”

Kieran nodded, stooping to kiss her cheek. “I will.”  She started to go, but turned back. “Lenara?” she called out softly, her throat suddenly aching.

The Trill spun back, hastily rejoing the Commander. “What is it?” she asked, heart thundering, expectant.

“It’s been so good seeing you again,” Kieran touched her cheek. “Now everytime I do, it just crushes me to say goodye. I always think it’s the last time I’ll be with you,” she admitted, hugging her close. “I love you, Lenara. Be well,” she said through the catch in her throat.

Lenara waved as Kieran strode away in the direction of the dormitories, her Trill spots paling slightly. “I love you, too,” she murmured, watching Kieran leaving. It seemed every significant emotion in her life was somehow tied to that same damned thing; Kieran, leaving. 

Kieran Wildman kept her head down, churning along the sidewalk, chest aching. Naomi was right. I feel sorry for her, and that is my achilles heel. She’s so lonely, so isolated. I want to take care of her. And I only know one way to do that. But I can’t.


__________________

Kieran Wildman sat with her chin in her hand, totally uninterested in the records on her viewscreen. She was supposed to be reviewing applications from the students she had recruited, but her thoughts were anywhere but work. Naomi was so wrapped up in school, she hardly had time to check in with the Commander, and Kieran was feeling her absence more acutely than ever. It didn’t help that thoughts of Lenara Kahn played at the periphery of Kieran’s mind.
 

The lanky blonde sighed, letting her booted feet thud on her desktop. She had started a dozen communiques to Lenara since their trip to Chicago, but everything came out sounding so maudlin, or totally inappropriate, and she had scrapped every note. The silence between them was deafening, and it was clear to Kieran that their feelings for each other were prominent, dangerous, and best left alone. Still, her conscience bothered her. Lenara needed friends, a break from her routine, a support system, and Kieran meant to be all of those things. But the risk to her own heart, to her marriage, was too much. And so she did nothing, beyond chastising herself for skirting boundaries. 

 

She wondered if Naomi missed her at all. 

A signal beeped to indicate an incoming message, and Kit McCallister’s face appeared on Kieran’s screen.  As if the sun had just broken through the gloomy clouds of Kieran’s morning, Kieran smiled so broadly her face hurt.

“Kit!” she exclaimed, leaning forward in her chair.  “How are you doing, sweetie?” She touched the screen as if she could actually touch Kit’s face, wishing her young charge were right there with her.

Kit smiled back.  “I’m good,” she replied, drinking in the sight of her idol. 

“Why aren’t you in school, kiddo? Is today a holiday?” Kieran quirked an eyebrow.

“Yep. Teacher’s Conference day. All the instructors are in some seminar, and school is out,” she informed her mentor. “Uncle Kenny actually let me have the day off from work, too.”

“Are you serious? And you’re not here visiting me?” Kieran demanded playfully, her tone mock serious. 

“I was hoping you’d ask me to come out. Can you get some time away from duty?” she asked hopefully.

Kieran nodded enthusiastically. “I most certainly can. How soon can you transport?”

Kit laughed. “Give me half an hour, KT. You’re sure it’s okay?” she asked, golden eyes warming at the thought of seeing Kieran.  “I wanted to talk to Dr. Kahn about that position, and spend some time with you.”

“I’ll arrange both, then,” Kieran promised. “Hurry up and get your butt to San Francisco, Cadet.”

Kieran fidgeted as she awaited Kit’s arrival, pacing around the transport station in the Intergalactic Suites. She wanted to make every moment with Kit special. She sensed a need in Kit, an emptiness, and she so wanted to find a means of filling it. Maybe Lenara was right. Maybe Kit was a lot like Kieran, and that’s what made her respond to Kit. Either way, Kieran didn’t care. She only knew that there was a scarcity of smiles with Kit, and it was even more rare to hear the young woman laugh out loud. Kieran was determined to give Kit more of both.

The transporter whined and Kit materialized on the dais, unable to suppress a winning grin as she spotted Kieran sprinting toward her.  The two women grabbed each other, and Kieran swung Kit off the platform, kissing Kit’s hair. Kit clung to her tightly, fighting the urge to cry, so grateful for the friendship they had found.

Kieran cradled Kit’s head in one large hand, not bothering to hide how emotional she felt.  “I am so glad to see you, honey,” she said softly. “I was missing you something fierce.”

Kit eased back in her embrace, gazing up at her. “You were? Really KT?”

Kieran nodded assurrance.  “I was. I know I just saw you a few days ago, but damn, Kit, I’ve gotten really attached to you.”

Kit smiled ear to ear. “Me too.  I’m so glad you had time to see me.”

“Lenara is meeting us for lunch.  We can hammer out your assistantship over your choice of cuisine,” she offered, still hanging on to her recruit. 

“How about Greek?  I’ve been craving spanakopita,” she suggested, content to stay in Kieran’s hug. 

Kieran nodded eagerly. “I love it,” she agreed, noting once again how tired Kit looked. “Sweetie,” she cupped Kit’s face in one hand, running her thumb over the dark circles under Kit’s right eye. “You look exhausted. Are you sure everything is okay at home?”

Kit stiffened perceptibly. “Yeah, KT, things are fine. I keep some pretty late hours, though, so if I have bags under my eyes, that’s all it is,” she contended. “Really. Don’t worry yourself so much.”

Kieran studied her expression, debating whether to press the issue. “Okay. But I want you to promise me that if you need anything—anything at all, you’ll tell me. Deal?” she insisted.

Kit nodded slowly, gauging Kieran’s sincerity. “Deal,” she said finally. 

“We’re supposed to meet Lenara at her lab in two hours. Is there anything you’d like to do until then?” Kieran asked, hands planted on Kit’s broad shoulders.

“Actually, yeah,” Kit replied, reaching into her ever-present leather jacket. She pulled out a data disc. “This,” she twirled the case in her fingers persuasively, “has my six best roller coasters programmed on it. I think we should go to the Student Union Arcade and ride coasters until we have to meet Dr. Kahn,” she proposed. “I’ve never shared these with anyone,” she added ominously.

Kieran threw back her head, laughing with delight. “I can’t wait, kiddo. Let’s go!” 

They ran all the way to the arcade. 

Kieran Wildman weaved unsteadily as she exited the final coaster ride, leaning heavily on Kit for balance.  “That was the best ever,” she gasped, laughing at her own lack of equilibrium. “You need to get a job working for an amusement park, Cadet,” she added, arm enfolding her companion.

“Thanks, KT,” Kit chuckled, helping Kieran walk a straight path. “I’m glad you liked them.”

“What I liked,” Kieran said seriously, “is hearing you laugh.” She stopped them both, turning Kit to face her. “You don’t do it nearly enough, kiddo. There’s no sound in the world that fills my heart as much as that,” she advised her young friend.

Kit averted her eyes. “I’m sorry, KT,” she said quietly. “I don’t mean to be a plasma dampener.”  She scuffed her toe into the floor, suddenly self-conscious.

Kieran lifted her chin with two fingers. “It’s not a criticism, Kit. It’s an observation. And maybe a request for you to let me see that side of you more often.”

“Okay,” Kit agreed, weighing her words carefully. “I’ll let you see that part of me if you’ll tell me why you’re always so sad around Dr. Kahn,” she requested. 

Kieran was startled by the insight. “I’m not,” she lied.

Kit shrugged Kieran’s hands off her shoulders, disgusted at the deceit. “I don’t do unidirectional vulnerability,” she said harshly, walking abruptly through the doors of the Student Union and onto the sidewalk outside.

Kieran hesitated, then ran after the retreating woman. “Wait, Kit,” she urged, reaching for Kit’s shoulder. “I—well it’s just—”

Kit turned to face her, taking in Kieran’s expression, the pained way her doe soft eyes darkened.  “Don’t try to tell me she doesn’t make you feel sad, KT. It’s so obvious.  When you were with her at my tournament, all through lunch—you look at her and I can see how much it hurts you to be around her.”

Kieran nodded. “I do feel sad when I’m with her. For a number of reasons. All very personal, and not the sort of thing I should discuss with you.”

“Oh,” Kit grimaced. “I’m supposed to trust you, but you don’t trust me?” Kit crossed her arms, waiting expectantly for an answer.

“It’s complicated, kiddo,” Kieran sighed, running her fingers through the spikes of her blonde hair. “Lenara and I—it’s awkward, sometimes,” she struggled over the words, her frustration mounting. She wanted Kit’s trust, needed to establish that foundation with her. She squared her shoulders and determined to take the risk.  “Come sit here a minute,” she requested, seating them both on a bench outside the Student Union. “Have you ever had unresolved feelings for someone? Someone really significant in your life?”

Kit considered. “Unresolved how?”

Kieran sighed. “I told you Lenara and I were engaged a long time ago. I was very young, and we were so excited about our plans, about our future.  Right after we decided to get married, Voyager went on its first run, and the ship got lost in the Delta Quadrant. When the ship disappeared, Lenara and I were very much in love, and neither of us were prepared to be separated for decades. Because we were light years apart, we never got to resolve our feelings.  Things changed by necessity—the relationship ended, without our ever having the chance to discuss it, or even grieve together. Now we’re both here, and I’m married to someone else. And she’s alone.”

Kit cocked her head to one side. “She still loves you. And you love her. But you can’t do anything about it.”

“That’s partly it,” Kieran admitted. “Don’t get me wrong. I love Naomi,” she tried to explain.

“But you still love Dr. Kahn, too, and it makes you sad that things aren’t more—black and white,” she correctly noted. “And she is just as sad because she wishes nothing had changed.” Kit patted Kieran’s leg. “Does it make you want to end your friendship with her?”

“On the contrary,” Kieran laughed. “It makes me want to work through it all. To finally be over her, and to find a comfortable way of relating to her. Most of the time, I achieve that. But sometimes, I remember how things used to be, and it makes me sad around her. That’s all.”

Kit nodded emphatically. “I know exactly what you mean. It makes you wish you could be two people,” she said with a sigh.

“That’s it precisely,” Kieran confirmed. “How’d you get to be so smart?”

Kit laughed derisively. “I wish I were two people, most of the time,” she said with an edge of bitterness. 

Kieran slipped an arm around her shoulders. “Why?” she asked softly, thinking it would be pretty awesome to be Kit McCallister.

Kit stuffed her emotions down, covering herself. “Reese. She feels about me the way Lenara feels about you. And I just don’t have time to complicate my life by trying to reciprocate,” she replied flatly. Then as if the subject were futile, she added, “And we need to get to Dr. Kahn’s office to meet her, or we’re going to be late.”

Kieran couldn’t help feeling there was more Kit wasn’t saying, but she didn’t press her. “Okay. We’ll walk fast.”

Lenara Kahn laughed melodiously over her lunch, letting Kit amuse her with a story about a mishap in her chemistry class that nearly blew up the lab and Kit’s lab partner, Reese Taft. 

“You’re kidding me.” Lenara wiped her eyes, still chuckling. Is this what I have to look forward to, if I make you my lab assistant?” she teased the future cadet.

Kit giggled, actually sounding like a teenager for once. “I promise, Doctor Kahn, I won’t collapse any wormholes inside your lab,” she joked. “And I won’t mix dilithium with menoxium, either,” she added, sending the Trill into another fit of laughter. “Honestly,” Kit defended herself, “Reese shouldn’t have put the container so close. I thought it was a harmless auger solution, until I saw Reese dive under the lab shielding. Her face would have made you laugh ‘til your spots faded,” she added, laughing again.

Kieran watched her young friend’s eyes, how they sparkled with humor at times, only to darken and take on the gloom of depression at other times. But for now, Kit was making Lenara laugh, and the sound of the two women enjoying themselves melted Kieran’s heart. She realized in that moment how much she loved Kit McCallister, how incredibly Kit affected her. And then she remembered feeling just that way about Naomi Wildman, when Naomi was a small child, that protective, maternal, encompassing love that could make a person stay awake with worry, or plan for hours on end for a birthday surprise. Kit felt like a daughter, at times. 

Just then, Kit focused her golden eyes on Kieran Wildman, touching the back of Kieran’s hand. “Hey, KT,” she said fondly. “Are you still with us?”

Kieran sat up straight, grinning. “Yep. Why?”

Lenara smacked Kieran’s arm playfully. “We just asked you if you want dessert, Cha’on,” she scolded. “Pay attention.” 

_________________

Christmas was a week away, and Kieran was looking forward to some time with Naomi home. She was sleeping more and more fitfully without her wife, and couldn’t quite put her finger on what might be the root of her disquieted feeling. Kieran knew Seven was seeing someone almost nightly, but with Seven’s private entrance, Kieran had never run into the mystery man or woman, and Seven wasn’t telling tales. Kieran didn’t think that having an unknown person in and out of her house was really the problem. She just felt a sense of foreboding, and it hung like a pall over her spirit. She was tossing and turning particularly badly this night, and finally gave in to the weakness. She got up and got dressed, and walked to campus to sneak into Naomi’s dormitory.

She scolded herself all the way there. She had never given in to the temptation to seek out her wife in the middle of the night, but this night, she was almost physically nauseous, her disease was so intense. She stood outside the door to Naomi’s room, glanced at the chronometer, and saw that it was after one a.m. She hesitated, thinking Naomi was already asleep, loathe to wake her up for something so foolish. Just as she was about to walk away, the door slid open, and Naomi stepped out. “KT?” she asked the retreating backside of her wife.

Kieran turned, looking guilty. “I—I couldn’t sleep. I miss you,” she admitted.

Naomi smiled broadly. “We must be on the same wavelength. I was just going to walk home and crawl in bed with you,” she laughed. “Let’s stay here, since we’re both here, okay?”

Kieran nodded. “I know it’s late, honey. I’m sorry. I just—I feel so unsettled, tonight.”

Naomi took her hand, leading her inside. “It’s fine. I’m really glad you’re here, because I’ve been feeling out of sorts all evening, too,” she concurred, drawing Kieran into her arms and hugging her. 

They stood there for a long time, holding each other, Kieran breathing the fragrance of Naomi’s strawberry blonde hair. Naomi closed the privacy shield to her portion of the room, and started undressing them both. 

Kieran smiled down at her, kissing her deeply, her misgivings and disquietude forgotten. “I feel kind of naughty, hiding out in your room like this,” she whispered.

Naomi waggled her eyebrows. “I think it’s kind of fun,” she decided. 

The passion ignited between them immediately as they slid beneath the covers of Naomi’s bed, the close confines of it forcing them to practically lie on top of each other. They made love tenderly, fiercely, suppressing the whimpers and desperate groans that usually accentuated their lovemaking, and found that the restraint heightened their experience. When they were sated, they fell into a deep, healing sleep, dreamless and perfect. As Kieran drifted off she smiled, glad she had listened to her need for once.

_________________

Kieran wakened just before dawn, and she and Naomi giggled over their clandestine tryst. They made a pact to do it again soon, since the intimacy had been so incredible, and it seemed to be something they could no longer do without for multiple consecutive nights at a stretch. Kieran kissed Naomi goodbye and headed for home to shower and dress in her customary uniform. 

The morning was breaking over the skyline, a watery gray milkyness in the clouds. The washed streets smelled of early rain, and winter’s brisk air hurried her step along the sidewalk. She came up the street and saw a lone figure exiting the balcony of Seven’s room in the gathering light. She smiled to herself, quickening her pace to catch the mystery lover in the act.

She waited at the foot of the stairway, expectantly looking up at the steps. Kathryn Janeway came tiptoeing down them one by one. She spotted Kieran, and held up her hands. “Okay, Detective,” she chuckled. “You caught us.”

“Kathryn?” Kieran rushed up the last three steps, hugging her. “You’re the mystery date?”

The auburn haired woman nodded, smiling. “For weeks, now.”

“Good lord, why all the cloak-and-dagger, if it’s just you and your wife?” Kieran was mightily amused.

Kathryn shrugged. “Seven wanted to keep it that way, for now. I think she’s afraid of another public failure, if things don’t work out between us again,” she explained.

“Well, let’s put a stop to the games—come inside and have breakfast with us. Her Borgness needs to realize that where her heart is concerned, there is no judgment from Naomi and I. Only support and love, and we couldn’t be happier for you both,” she enthused.

Kathryn gazed gratefully into doe soft eyes. “I don’t deserve your welcome, Kato, but I appreciate it. After what happened last summer, I’m amazed any of you will even speak to me. If the tables were turned, I probably wouldn’t be speaking to you,” she noted correctly.

Kieran took her hand and led her around the house to the front door. “Kat, the important thing now is that you know how wrong you were, and that you want to make amends. Naomi and I love you and Seven, both of you. I’ve said to Seven all along that I think you and she are right for each other, if she can only get past her fear, and if she can only learn to be as vulnerable as one has to be to make that deeper connection.” She keyed the entry, watching Kathryn’s reaction.

Kathryn smiled warmly. “You’ve been my advocate, Kieran?” She was moved by the thought.

“I’ve always tried to be, Kathryn. It’s been difficult at times, but I think I have supported you as best I could to Seven. I’m glad you and she are working on things. I think it’s best for everyone, especially Geejay.” Kieran had to rekey the door because she had waited too long. “Will you have breakfast with us? You don’t need to sneak around, Kat. I’m happy to have you in my home, as long as it pleases Seven.”

Kathryn nodded. “I’m starving,” she admitted. “Late night,” she added, grinning wickedly.

“You dog,” Kieran accused, tugging her inside the vestibule. She grinned at the tall Borg standing in the living room, who was trying to hide her chagrin at seeing her lover exposed. “Guess who I found skulking about the house in the darkness, Seven?” she asked playfully. “Your wife. What a coincidence!” she said sarcastically.

Seven smiled weakly. “Good morning again, Kathryn,” she pretended irriation, smirking. “You got caught red-handed, I see,” she admonished, eyes twinkling with mirth. “I was going to make peach pancakes, since Kieran is being so pleasant about finding a Kat-burglar in her yard,” she teased. “How many can you each eat?”

________________

Kieran took the transport to Palatine High School, planning to surprise Kit for lunch. It had been a couple of days since she had talked to her recruit, and she missed the exuberant girl a good deal. She also couldn’t shake the sense that something was brewing beneath the surface of her recruit’s emotions, something that was making Kieran lie awake at night worrying.

The midmorning sun glinted off the half-melted snow drifts outside the building, and the wind whipped through the breezeway as Kieran entered. She knew Kit’s schedule and traced the hallways to her AP Astronomy class, waiting patiently for the bell to dismiss the students.

She stood against the tiled wall, eyes keenly searching for a glimpse of the future cadet. When Kit spotted her, her jaw dropped and she rushed over to hug the lanky Commander. Kieran tried to ignore the fact that Kit was wearing Kieran’s powder blue Academy sweatshirt, the one Naomi had suspected Kit pilfered. 

“Hey kiddo,” Kieran greeted her, hugging the smaller woman to her firmly. “Can I take you to lunch?”

Kit held on a few moments longer. “I can’t believe you’re here,” she murmured, gazing up through lashes moist with tears. “You always know when I need you,” she said beneath her breath, so Kieran couldn’t hear. She composed herself, exercising the deep breathing techniques of the martial arts masters. She pasted a smile on her face, covering whatever was lurking beneath the surface. “I’d love lunch,” she said brightly. “Come on.” She took Kieran’s arm and led her to the exit.

“I have a transport waiting,” Kieran advised her. 

“What brings you to Palatine?” Kit wanted to know. “Is everything okay?” she asked, worried. She was always afraid Kieran would contact her to tell her the plans for the summer were off, somehow, and Kit was on her own.

“I missed you,” Kieran told her, draping her arm around the muscular woman’s shoulders. “And that’s the only reason at all,” she assured her. “That and I wanted to bring your Christmas present. It’s on the transport.”

Kit climbed into the closed speeder, smiling at the pilot. “Hi, Jimmy,” she greeted the local cabby.

“Hey Kit—great game last night. You kicked butt,” he high-fived her. “You’ve really stepped it up this year,” he praised her. “Has it got anything to do with hanging around the superstar?” He jerked his thumb in Kieran’s direction.

“That’d be the ticket,” Kit agreed, grinning. “Great instructor,” she commended Kieran.

“Well keep it up,” Jimmy told her. “Where to, ladies?”

“How about Paulie’s Grill?” Kit asked Kieran.

“Fine by me, kiddo. You know the local cuisine,” Kieran said, sitting close to Kit. “How are you?”

“Fine,” Kit lied. “Glad to see you, especially,” she said truthfully, smiling up at her companion. “It was really nice of you to surprise me.” She eyed the wrapped package. “What’d you get me?” she wanted to know.

Kieran smiled. “If I tell you, it’ll ruin the surprise.”

“You’re gonna make me wait 'til Christmas?” Kit wailed, giving Kieran a persuasive pout.

Kieran grinned. “No. You can open it when we get to the restaurant. How’s that?”

Kit hugged her. “You’re the best, KT,” she enthused, holding onto the taller woman.

______________

Kieran tried to charm her way into Kit’s confidence, but the young athlete wasn’t confiding anything. Kieran decided to bide her time, and hope that eventually, Kit would open up to her. They sat in the darkened restaurant, chatting and catching up. Kieran noted that Kit looked pale, and her eyes had dark circles beneath them. She looked tired, and it broke Kieran’s heart to see someone so young so stressed out.

“You’ve been burning the candle at both ends, haven’t you?” she asked the dark blonde.

“Does it show?” Kit touched her face self-consciously. “I haven’t been feeling well,” she admitted. “Touch of the flu, I guess,” she explained.

“Have you seen a doctor?” Kieran demanded, instantly concerned.

Kit shrugged. “Uncle Kenny doesn’t believe in them. He doesn’t have a health plan for his employees or his family,” she reported.  She sipped her soda nonchalantly, as if it were common as rain to neglect your health.

Kieran blanched. “Kit, let me take you to the med center on campus, if you’re sick,” she offered. “Kate Pulaski will fix you up in a nanosecond. It won’t cost your family anything. I’ll pay for it,” she insisted.

“No, I can’t do that. My family is proud, and they’d kick my ass if I took a handout from you,” she said darkly. “Please, KT. Don’t push this, okay?” she sounded desperate.

Kieran felt a cold chill run up her spine. Something about Kit’s demeanor was all wrong, and her instant defensiveness didn’t sit well with the former Ship’s Counselor.

“Kit,” she took her hands across the table, fixing her with an intent look. “I want you to understand something. I’m here for you. I love you. You’re very important to me, and your health and well being are a big priority in my life. I’m worried as hell about you, and it’s keeping me up at night. I know there is something you’re not telling me, and damn, sweetie, I want to help. Let me, Kit. Let me help you. Please,” she pleaded with the stubborn girl.

Kit’s face softened and she seemed on the verge of tears in an instant. “I love you, too,” she said softly. “So much. I’m trying to trust you, KT. I really am. But sometimes, things are just too big and too complicated. I’m trying to believe I can tell you things, and I want to have faith that you won’t turn your back on me. It’s hard, though. Sometimes things are just too big,” she repeated.

Kieran squeezed her hands, lacing their fingers together. “I have big shoulders, kiddo. I have a strong back. And I would never turn away from you. Nothing you tell me will make me stop caring about you, I promise. Are you in some kind of trouble, Kit?”

Kit nodded slowly. “It’s bad, KT.”

“Honey, you have to trust someone. You have to get it off your shoulders. Please, tell me what’s wrong,” Kieran pleaded.

Kit sighed, letting the tears come. “I don’t have the flu,” she stated flatly. “I’m pregnant.”

Kieran almost choked on her iced tea. She took a deep breath. “How far along?”

Kit shook her head. “A couple of months? I’m not sure.”

“I didn’t even know you have a boyfriend, sweetie,” Kieran kept her tone neutral, smiling assurance. “Have you told him?”

“God, no,” Kit asserted. “No one can find out. Especially not him—he’d freak out.”

Kieran considered, still holding Kit’s hands in her own. “Do you want to keep the baby?” she asked softly.

Kit shook her head slowly. “No. I want to terminate the pregnancy. But like I said, we don’t have a medical plan, and I can’t tell Aunt Grace. She’ll kill me. I could terminate it myself, if I had access to health care—that’s legal in Illinois, even though I’m underage. But I don’t have insurance.”

“Can I ask you something?” Kieran wanted to tread lightly, and not sound confrontational or judgmental.

“Sure,” Kit nodded.

“Birth control is so easy to get, Kit, why not protect yourself?” Kieran was flabbergasted. Every clinic in America offered free implants.

“I just didn’t,” she offered lamely. “I know I should have, but I didn’t. I—didn’t expect—anything to happen,” she stammered.

Kieran nodded. “It’s easy to lose yourself in a moment,” she supplied. “I can certainly understand that,” she sympathized. “Look, here’s what we can do,” she decided, gearing into damage control mode. “I’ll talk to Kate Pulaski, and find out if she can treat you confidentially. If she can, we’ll arrange to have you come visit me, and we’ll go to the med center together. Your family will never know, because I’ll get the bill. Kate is a good friend, and she’ll help us, I’m sure of it. Will you trust me, Kit? Will you let me take you home with me and help you through this?”

Kit studied her a moment. “You won’t stop loving me?” she asked, her vulnerability achingly obvious. 

Kieran switched sides of the table, taking Kit in her arms. “Not ever, sweetie, not ever,” she vowed, hugging the emotionally fragile girl to her. “No one has to know. Just you, me and Kate. And I love you unconditionally, Kit, now and always.”

Kit hesitated only a moment. “Talk to Pulaski. I’ll see if I can convince my family to let me go to Stafleet again. Thank you, Kieran,” she said into Kieran’s shoulder. “I can never thank you enough.”

“It’s going to be okay, now. God, I’m glad you finally told me everything. I’ve been scared to death about you—Naomi too.” Kieran held her, rocking with relief.

Kit stiffened. “Please, don’t tell her,” she begged.

“Absolutely not,” Kieran assured her. “Strictly confidential, you, me and Kate. I swear.”

“Good,” Kit seemed relieved. “Now we’d better stop making a scene,” she said, suddenly self-conscious.

Kieran grinned, sneaking back to her side of the table.  “Open your present,” she instructed.

Kit nodded, and tore into the large box. Inside she found a letter jacket with a wool bodice and leather sleeves, like all the athletes at her school wore. She had told Kieran that she had lettered in four sports all four years, but her Uncle wouldn’t buy the jacket. Kieran had arranged to get the right school colors and logos by contacting the Palatine High Athletic Director, who was only too happy to help. Kit was breathless looking it over.

“It’s beautiful,” she said, awed, fingering the embroidered lettering above the large “P”. Her name bordered the top of the “P” and her sports logos were embroidered into the “P”. There were patches sewn into the leather sleeves with every sport and every year Kit had earned her letter: Volleyball, Velocity, Parrises Squares, and Track. She had finally earned a letter in Basketball, too. She was overwhelmed at the gift. “Gosh, KT, this must have cost a fortune. I’ve wanted one of these so badly,” she said through the lump in her throat, hugging the jacket to her. She tried it on, fastening the snaps, admiring the drape of the cut. “It’s perfect,” she pronounced, smiling. 

“Yeah? So are you, kiddo, at least in my eyes,” she told the younger woman. “Merry Christmas, sweetie. Naomi sends her love, too.”

Kit smiled bigger than Kieran could ever remember, secure in the knowledge that despite her secret, Kieran Wildman loved her.

___________________

Kieran was finally able to sleep soundly, now that the problem with Kit was on the table. Kate Pulaski was on board with the plan, and all that remained was to get Kit to San Francisco as soon as possible.

Kieran lay face down in Naomi’s pillow, breathing the lingering scent of her wife and dreaming peacefully. A nagging sound roused her from her reverie, an insistent thudding. Her brain tried to lull her back to sleep. It’s Kathryn and Seven making love, her subconscious told her, go back to sleep.  The drumming continued, and finally she heard the chime of her front door.

“Shit!” she swore, jumping out of bed and running for the stairs. She almost ran smack into Kathryn and Seven, who were up and heading for the sound of the door. “Let me,” Kieran insisted, cutting them off and taking the steps three at a time. She glanced through the peephole. “Oh fuck,” she swore, her gut clenching in her abdomen. She cycled the lock and dragged Kit McCallister through the door. “Jesus Christ, what happened to you, honey?” She looked at the bedraggled girl, whose face was bruised and crusted with blood. 

Kit thew herself into Kieran’s arms. “I’m sorry,” she sobbed, “I didn’t know where else to go,” she choked out the words, clinging to the taller woman. “Please, you said you’d help me, I need help,” she cried into Kieran’s henley sleep shirt.

“It’s okay, baby, I’ve got you,” Kieran assured her, wrapping her in safe arms. “Who hit you, Kit?” She reached past the crying girl and cycled the security seal on the door. “Did your boyfriend do this?”

“I don’t have a boyfriend,” she said miserably. “The baby is Uncle Kenny’s,” she finally admitted.

Kieran felt her stomach turn. She shook with the anger that welled in her. “Oh my God, Kit,” she groaned, cradling her. “Honey, I’m so sorry.” Kieran led the distraught young woman to the couch, letting her cry herself out.  

Kathryn and Seven came downstairs, not certain what to do. 

Kieran looked up. This was what Naomi had foreseen, veiled in vague imagery of Hirogen and Kit being the hunted. Kieran remembered Naomi’s firm insistence that Kieran had to save Kit, whatever the circumstances. She said resolutely “Seven, get Robin Lefler on the comm system. Get her out of bed and tell her I need an attorney to get a writ of protective custody. She’ll understand what it’s for,” Kieran demanded.

“Understood.” Seven went to the workstation and hailed Robin Lefler. 

“Kathryn, get the med kit out of Geejay’s room. Bring me the dermal regenerator and the antiseptic wipes,” she requested. “Now Kit, you tell me what happened,” she instructed, holding the girl close.

“I told him,” she sobbed. “I told him about the baby, and he said—he said—he’d kill me if I told anyone,” she cried harder, clutching at Kieran’s shirt. “Aunt Grace overhead me telling him, and she hit me. She called me a liar, and she threw me out of the house.”

Kathryn returned with the med kit. She switched on the dermal regenerator and handed it to Kieran.

“Sweetie,” Kieran said gently, easing Kit away, “hold still and let me treat your wounds, okay? It’s all right, I won’t hurt you,” she assured her.

Kit obediently leaned back, holding her hair out of the way. “My nose,” she advised Kieran.

“Yes, I can see that,” Kieran agreed, treating the wound. “I think it’s broken, sweetie. Kat, hand me the tricorder,” she requested, holding out her hand. She ran the instrument over Kit’s face.  “Hairline fracture,” she muttered. “Is there a bone knitter in there, Kat?”

Kathryn searched the kit. “Got it.” She handed it to Kieran.

“Okay, this should fix you up. Does it hurt much, honey?” she asked tenderly.

“Not really.” Kit shrugged. “I feel pretty numb, right now. God, I’m just so scared and so tired,” she said pitifully.

Kieran finished with the fracture, then took an antiseptic wipe to the cuts on her face. “Sweetie, this is going to sting a little. You’ve got a tear in your nostril. Hold really still,” she requested, carefully applying the antibiotic wipe. “Okay, now let me close the tear.” She held out her hand and Kathryn slipped her the dermal regenerator. “There, much better. Does anything hurt?”

Kit shook her head. “I want to die,” she burst into tears again and dove back into Kieran’s arms, hiding her face. “I’m so ashamed,” she said against Kieran’s shoulder.

Seven looked up from her communication. “Kieran, Robin will have Arthur Kemp contact you momentarily,” she reported. “He’s a child welfare attorney.”

“Thanks, Seven. Kit, I need you to listen to me,” she said in a tone that brooked no argument. She held the younger woman by the shoulders, making Kit meet her eyes. “I’m going to get a writ of protective custody for you. That means I’m going to be your legal guardian. In order to get it issued, I have to tell the Attorney that your uncle has been abusing you. Do you understand that?”

Kit looked fearfully at her. “He said he’d kill me,” she objected, trembling uncontrollably.

“Honey, I swear if he ever lays a hand on you again, I’ll be the one killing him.” She touched Kit’s face tenderly. “I will never let him near you. As soon as the writ is issued, he will be arrested, and tried for child abuse, statutory rape, and sexual misconduct. Those are very serious charges. He will go to prison for the rest of his life. He will never be able to hurt you again, do you understand me?” Kieran said determinedly.

Kit nodded, golden eyes wide. “You’ll protect me? You won’t let him get in my bed at night anymore?”

“I won’t let anyone in your bed, not ever,” she emphasized. “I need your consent to report him, Kit. This is your decision, and although I want very much for you to press charges against him, you have to be the one to sign the complaint. Will you do that to protect yourself?” Kieran urged her.

Kit studied Kieran’s eyes. She trusted this woman, felt safe with her. Kieran had always been kind to her, and wouldn’t mislead her, she was sure of it. But she had to make her understand. “I stopped using birth control,” she told Kieran tiredly, sinking back into her arms. “I told myself if he ever tried to hurt me again, I’d use my training against him. So I didn’t think I needed the birth control, because he would never have the chance to get me pregnant,” she explained her reasoning. “But when he came into my room again, I just froze, KT. All of my convictions just dissolved, and I let him do those things to me,” she poured it all out. “I did things to get tournament entry fees from him. He made me do things to him in exchange for my lessons, for whatever I wanted,” she sobbed miserably. “He said he would send me to terraform and I’d rot on that godforsaken planet with my parents, and never get to go to college, if I didn’t sleep with him,” she confessed all the ugly details. “He was so angry when he saw the jacket you gave me,” she let her words out in a rush of agony, “because he knew he couldn’t blackmail me with a jacket anymore, because you gave it to me, and you didn’t ask for anything in return,” she cried, holding Kieran’s shirt in her fist, as if the woman might suddenly disappear. “You’ve never asked for anything back from me,” she realized, crying harder. “My God, you really do love me,” she wailed, weeping against Kieran’s chest.

Kieran looked sternly at Kathryn. “You’d better get Robin Lefler over here, and Kate Pulaski. Don’t take no for an answer. This kid is on the verge of a total meltdown,” she said softly.

Kieran rubbed her back, helping her get the facts out, letting her fall apart. “Honey, I’m going to get you help, but you have to help me, now, okay Kit? Can you give me permission to report your uncle to child protective services?”

Kit looked up at her, like a lost, frightened animal. “He’ll have to go to jail?”

“Yes, where he can never, ever get out and hurt you again. It’s important, Kit. Help me keep you safe, sweetie, please,” Kieran begged her.

Kit nodded slowly. “Okay, KT. You can turn him in, and I’ll sign whatever I have to sign. If you think that’s right, then I’ll do it,” she acquiesced, turning herself over to Kieran completely, finally trusting. 

“Good.” Kieran hugged her, pulling her into a warm, sheltering embrace. “You rest now, okay, baby? I’ve got you, and no one can hurt you now.”

Kathryn came back from her assignments. “They’re on their way, Kieran. And Seven’s getting confirmation of the writ as we speak. It’ll all be over soon,” she assured her, tousling Kieran’s hair fondly.

“Kat, she dropped her duffel bag on the porch—make sure no one is out there and grab it, okay? I don’t know what she was able to snatch on her way out the door, but whatever it was, Robin will want to know as part of the counseling process. It will explain her frame of mind at the breaking point,” she elucidated.

“I’m on it,” Kathryn agreed, going to the door and checking for any signs of Kit’s family. “Coast is clear,” she announced. She brought the bag in, setting it down on the floor beside the couch.

Kit lay against Kieran, crying softly and humming to herself, mentally fragmented for the moment. “KT?” she asked quietly, tears still streaming down her face.

“What sweetie?” Kieran hugged her tighter.

“Did I hurt your feelings?” Kit asked, confused.

“When, Kit?” Kieran was trying to follow her fragile emotions.

“When you gave me my jacket, and I didn’t do anything to you?” Kit asked, bewildered.

“No, you didn’t hurt my feelings, Kit. In fact, the jacket was a gift. A gift is something you give someone without any thought of getting anything in return. It has no expectations attached. I gave you that jacket to make you smile, and that is all. You never have to give sexual favors to anyone, Kit. You’ll never have to trade your affections for the things you need or want again.”

Kit smiled through her tears. “Thanks, KT. I love my jacket. It’s the second most wonderful thing anyone ever did for me,” she said with a relieved sigh, tightening her fist in Kieran’s shirt.

Kieran kissed her hair, wishing for all the world she could take the hurt from this girl. “What was the first most wonderful thing?” she asked lovingly.

“Your jersey,” she said without pause. She smiled, thinking about it. “My uncle tried to take it away from me so he could sell it, but I hid it from him and told him I gave it back to you,” she laughed. “It’s in my bag. He never could find it,” she crowed triumphantly.

Kieran felt tears stinging her eyes. In the face of abject abuse, the smallest victories matter, she decided.

________________

Kieran obtained the protective custody order she was seeking, and Kit signed the complaint. Kenneth McCallister was in custody before sunrise, screaming that his niece was a consummate liar, and that a paternity test would prove the baby wasn’t his. Robin Lefler and Kate Pulaski evaluated Kit, and decided against any hospitalization, preferring to medicate her and get her into immediate counseling. Kate scheduled the termination of the pregnancy for the next day, after Kit signed the papers to allow a forensic abortion that would use the fetal tissue as evidence against Kenneth McCallister.

While Kate and Robin talked quietly with Kit, evaluating her state of mind and the best course of treatment for the immediate future, Kieran contacted Naomi. 

It was nearly four in the morning, and the emergency comm signal awakened Naomi from her sleep. Somehow, she had already sensed something was amiss, and she was sleeping lightly. She was not really surprised that an emergency message was coming through.

Kieran’s face appeared on the viewscreen, looking pale and drawn, and as sorrowful as Naomi could ever recall. “Honey,” she immediately said, touching the image of Kieran’s face, “what’s wrong?”

“The Hirogen came for Kit,” Kieran said simply.

“Oh, Christ, what is it?” Naomi pressed her fingers to her lips.

“God damn, Na, you really are clairvoyant,” she realized. “Kit’s uncle got her pregnant. Apparently, he’s been abusing her for as long as she’s lived with him. Kathryn and Seven have me locked in the house, so I can’t go find the son-of-a-bitch and kill his ass,” she snarled. “Which is fortunate, because I would show him no mercy. Kate Pulaski and Robin Lefler are here, and I’ve taken out a writ of protective custody for Kit. You told me that if she was in danger, I had to save her, and I am, Na. But it means we’re going to be parents. I hope you aren’t angry with me for making a unilateral decision. I had to do it quickly, to protect her, and make sure the authorities find her uncle.”

Naomi’s eyes filled with tears. “Of course I’m not upset with you. It was the only thing to do, and I told you to be vigilant and watch for this. You’re wonderful, Kieran, and I love you. I’m going to come home right away.”

“Sweetie, don’t you have exams tomorrow?”

“Yes, but this is important,” she argued.

“No, you stay in school. When you finish your exams, come home, but I can handle it for now. Kit is such a wreck, she might not even know you were here, honey,” Kieran relayed the bad news.

“I’m scared, KT. Is she going to be okay?” Naomi hugged herself tightly, rocking.

“It’s not going to be easy, and we’re going to have to be very patient and careful. But she trusts me, and I will find a way to get her through it. Damn, Na, I just can’t believe it, though. All this time, he’s been sneaking into her bed at night, and she never said a thing to me,” Kieran hung her head. “I can’t imagine what she’s been through.”

Naomi exhaled heavily, nodding. “Me either. I’ll be home the second my exams are over, and then we can figure out what to do. We’ll handle it, Kieran. Don’t fret. I love you, sweetheart. Now go get back to Kit and make sure she’s okay,” she instructed.

“I will. I love you, too, Naomi. I miss you,” she added, feeling like the weight of the world had just been visited upon her shoulders. 

Kieran carried Kit upstairs, gently placing her on the bed, helping her out of her new letter jacket and her jeans. Kit wore Kieran’s stolen sweatshirt beneath the first layer of clothes, and when Kieran offered to get her some pajamas, Kit refused. “I’m never taking this off again,” she said through the fog of medication. “It saved me,” she announced. “I’m afraid to go to sleep, KT,” she confided, staring up at Kieran’s ceiling. “I don’t want to wake up and find someone on top of me,” she sounded small and terrified.

Kieran stripped down to her boxers and a t-shirt, gently folded back the covers, and slipped into bed beside Kit. “I’m right here, honey, and I’ll protect you. I promise,” she said gently.

Kit rolled onto her side, looking at Kieran. “Will you hold me, so I’m safe? I can sleep if you hold me, KT,” she pleaded.

Kieran held out her arms. “Come here,” she offered, taking the emotionally frail girl into a protective embrace. “Now you sleep, sweetie. If you get scared, you just tell me, and I’ll talk to you until you feel better. Deal?”

“Deal,” Kit said sleepily. “I love you, Kieran,” she said between yawns. 

“I love you, too, Kit,” Kieran promised her.

__________________

Kieran called in to the Academy and cancelled her entire schedule for the two days remaining before winter break. Admiral Brand offered nothing but support and praise for Kieran’s actions, and pledged any help that Kit might need, legal, financial, or otherwise. She offered a security escort to the frightened young woman, but Kieran thought that was unnecessary. After forty-eight hours of constant contact with Kieran and a trial period under the influence of ameliorative medication, Kit started to feel more like herself.

Naomi came home Friday night, having heard everything from Seven and Kathryn, trying her best to hide her outrage over what had happened to Kit. She took Kieran aside to tell her how glad she was that Kieran had been able to get Kit to tell her the awful truth, and to discuss what they would do with a new family member. It was settled that Kit would go with them to Indiana and to Florida, and that she would simply continue to live with the Wildmans until she was ready to go to the Academy. 

Kieran hired a contractor with the rest of her shoe contract money to convert the attic of the old Victorian home into a huge bedroom for Kit. She designed the layout herself, including glass cases for Kit’s memorabilia, shelves for trophies, a workstation for studying, and a workout area where Kit could lift weights to relieve her stress. They added a small ensuite to the plans and replaced the retractable attic ladder with a permanent staircase, so that Kit could come and go easily. Kieran set the contract up so that by the time they returned from winter break, the bedroom would be ready as a surprise for Kit.

Kieran, Kathryn and Seven traveled to Palatine to remove all of Kit’s things from the McCallister home, accompanied by a US Marshall and a full Starfleet security escort courtesy of Admiral Brand, so that Kit could retain her awards, her trophies, her clothing, her fan mail, and her personal effects. It took the women the better part of Saturday to box it all up and ship it to San Francisco, but they knew Kit would need the continuity of the belongings to reassure her of her identity, once Robin Lefler started to help put that identity back together again. When Kieran got to the items in the “shrine” Kit had created for Kieran, she broke down and cried. Seven held her for twenty minutes, letting her fall apart from the strain of the last few days. They sat on the floor of Kit’s bedroom, clinging to each other, each acutely aware that they were in the room where years and years of neglect, abuse, and mental torture had created a shattered life, one that would have to be pieced together with the utmost care and attention to detail. Kathryn kept working, painfully cognizant now of the damage that abuse can inflict, and severely mindful that a second chance was all she could hope for with Seven, and she had better make the most of it. 

Kit tried to set aside the feelings of humiliation and shame, encouraged by the supportive women around her, whose acceptance never ceased to amaze and mystify her. She tried to tell herself to stop waiting for the other shoe to drop, but the feeling lingered, as if any moment, the security and peace she had found would be snatched from her grasp. 

____________________

Christmas at the Janeway home was an event of epic proportions, and Naomi Wildman was amused at the fact that in her third hallucination, she had promised to take Kit McCallister home to Gran’s for the holidays, and now, that’s exactly what she was doing. She and Kit talked quietly on the transport, with Naomi filling the teenager’s head with promises of great feasts and decorated trees, snowball fights and sledding, singing songs and log fires, and more presents than one could hope to find use for. Kit was less subdued than usual. She actually got excited at the descriptions Naomi gave of Christmas at Gran’s, and she watched eagerly out the windows for a glimpse of the old farmhouses on the Janeway parcel. 

Kieran, as always, kept a close eye on Kit and on Naomi, if only to make certain they had a restful and happy holiday. Kieran was flat out exhausted, herself, strained by the burden of the desire to track down Kenneth McCallister and dismember him, worn from the emotional task of constantly reassuring Kit that she was safe and loved. Seven made it her job to watch over Kieran, who was busy watching over everyone else.

Seven settled into the guest house at Gretchen’s with Kathryn and Geejay, Phoebe was using the guest room in her mother’s farmhouse, and Kieran, Kit and Naomi went to the farmhouse Naomi had purchased from Phoebe. Kit fell in love with the place immediately, taking the tour of the grounds and getting the overview of where the basketball court would be built for summer.

Kieran advised Kit that they would turn Phoebe’s old art studio into an efficiency apartment for Kit, where she would have privacy for the summer, and Kieran and Naomi would be able to have the main house to themselves. Kieran worried that if Kit stayed in the main house with them, she might overhear Kieran and Naomi being intimate, and the sounds might bring up bad memories for Kit. Everything was carefully considered to make certain that Kit would have the proper environment to heal and to mend, both psychologically and physically.

Christmas Eve, the Wildmans, Janeways, and Kit McCallister gathered at Gretchen’s to have a family dinner and decorate the enormous tree Kathryn and Seven had cut down and dragged into the house. Boxes of shiny ornaments and strings of multicolored lights did wonders for everyone’s spirits, and presents appeared as if by magic, brightly wrapped in festive colors and thick, curling ribbons, covering the floor of the Janeway’s living room.

Kit had never seen such an abundant amount of food in her life. Not that her family had ever gone hungry, but Gretchen had been baking for a full week before her visitors arrived, and the house was full of pies, cookies, pastries, and fudge. Kit was especially taken with the infamous caramel brownies, and Kathryn playfully hid them from her at every turn, joking about saving some for Kathryn. When Gretchen brought out the Christmas turkey, Kit was sure she had found the promised land. Christmas at the McCallister home had always meant ham, which Kit never cared for. This year, she was going to have the dinner everyone else had—turkey, stuffing, potatoes, gravy, noodles, yams, and various fruit and vegetable concoctions. 

They sat down to dinner, everyone happy and warm and feeling the love of the women around them. Everyone was gratified to see Kathryn and Seven together again, and although the couple was taking a careful, gradual approach to their future, the foundation was being laid. They were no longer tentative with each other, and each could clearly see a path back to their marriage. Phoebe intimated that she would be welcoming a guest on Christmas day, and she smiled and made veiled hints about who the special someone might be. Kathryn fully expected some bohemian from Paris, complete with a van dyke goatee, a beret, and socks under his sandals. Phoebe said little, but was all smiles. 

Kit was finding her bearings in her new family, and the openness of the welcome she received touched her to the core. Gretchen took a special liking to the young woman, and kept her busy helping in the kitchen, which was really nothing more than a covert plot to let the young woman eat everything in sight. Like Kieran, when she was upset, Kit stopped eating, and the last week she’d barely put anything in her system. Now she was scarfing down everything a teenager loved: chocolate chip cookies, chocolate milk, and chocolate pie. Kieran watched Gretchen, knowing full well the attempt was a conscious effort to both reach out to Kit and to make sure she didn’t wither away to bones.

Naomi was so thrilled that Kieran was willing to let her pursue her academic goals, she didn’t care if she got anything at all for Christmas, because her wishes had already been granted. The young couple snuggled in front of the fireplace, waiting for the cleanup crew to return to the living room, so that presents could be unwrapped. Naomi sat in Kieran’s lap, arms around her neck, kissing her intermittently and talking quietly about the future.

“I think we shouldn’t start a family until after you’re a captain,” Naomi was saying against Kieran’s cheek. “Is that too long for you to wait?”

Kieran laughed. “I’ll be pushing forty by then, sweetie,” she pointed out.

“Yes, but K-Mom was in her early forties when she carried Geejay, and she doesn’t seem to have any trouble keeping up with her,” she commented, watching Kathryn wrestling her daughter in the floor. Naomi’s eyes showed concern. “You do want to have children, don’t you?” she asked hopefully.

Kieran kissed her. “Of course I do. I want at least two, maybe three kids together, if that’s okay with you,” she agreed. “I think Kit counts as our first, don’t you?” she chuckled.

“I guess she does,” Naomi said, “though she feels more like a sibling than a daughter to me. She feels like a daughter to you, doesn’t she?” Naomi asked, nuzzling Kieran’s cheek.

“She feels like family to me, not necessarily my daughter. To be totally honest, she reminds me a lot of Cassidy, Na. She even resembles her in some respects. She’s more like my little sister than my daughter, I think,” Kieran decided. “Thank you again for understanding what I’m trying to do for her. You’ve been great,” she complimented her wife.

“Hey, you’ve been so flexible about my ambitions, I owe you this,” Naomi reflected. “And I love Kit. I think she’s a wonderful woman, and deserving of a chance at happiness. She’s exactly the sort of person that makes me want to be a counselor, because I see such tremendous need and such incredible potential for recovery,” she explained.

Kieran hugged her. “I think that’s why we’re so compatible, love. We value and appreciate the same things in people, and we both come from the same philosophy and world view. I can’t imagine a better partner for me than you,” she murmured, kissing her lingeringly. “And I think for Kit, we’ll be a positive icon for healthy, meaningful relationships, where she’s only known exploitation and injury,” she said hopefully. “I still want to kill him,” she admitted.

Naomi stroked her hair gently. “I know, love, me too. But deeds like his never go unpunished. The penal colony he’s going to is brutal—nothing but sex offenders and bullies, and he is going to experience first hand all the cruelty he heaped on Kit, only ten times worse. If he lives through it, it will be a miracle.”

“So you want to start a family after I get my first command,” Kieran returned to the former topic, leaning her forehead against Naomi’s. “You realize of course that I will be floundering to find my command style, and you’ll end up doing most of the childcare? If we wait until I’ve been at the helm a couple of years, I’ll be a lot more able to be an equal parent, love,” she pointed out.

“That’s true,” Naomi agreed. “Maybe we should wait until you’re ready. In fact, I won’t push you or bring it up again until you say you’re ready, how’s that?” she offered. “It only seems fair, since you’re letting me have my way now,” she reasoned.

“Sweetie,” Kieran kissed her affectionately, “You can bring it up any time you like. This is your life, too, and if you feel the need to start having babies, I want to know,” she said. “Besides, I’m reaping all sorts of perks for letting you have your way now,” she chuckled, waggling her eyebrows.

“Yeah, like that I let you have your way with me,” she giggled, nipping Kieran’s earlobe. It never failed to elicit a breathy response from her spouse.

“Hey, keep it family oriented, you,” Kieran scolded her, gently tickling her ribs. “It won’t do to have me ravishing you on the floor, which I will if you keep that up,” she threatened. 

Gretchen, Phoebe, and Kit came in from kitchen detail. “Okay, you lazy swine,” Phoebe announced. “Since we did all the work, one of you has to play Santa Claus.”

Naomi jumped up. “I will. I’ve been looking forward to this for nearly thirteeen years.” She rubbed her hands together giddily. She started gathering gifts and distributing them in piles before the various recipients, occasionally shaking a package to guess at what it might hold.

Geejay, who was not indoctrinated in the rituals of Christmas, began tearing into her things, laughing and tossing scraps of paper into the air as the ribbons flew. She was more enchanted with the tattered wrapping paper than the gifts inside, and she entertained herself gleefully with the wadded up balls of color.

When the gifts were all passed out, Kit couldn’t believe the huge pile in front of her, especially since she’d only joined the family a few days before. Kieran watched her intently, grateful to her friends and her wife for making her young ward feel like one of the family. 

“Okay,” Gretchen explained the process to the new comers. “Everyone opens a gift, each in turn—say who it’s from, and then show us what you got. We go clockwise, which means Kieran is first,” she announced. 

Kieran obediently unwrapped the first box, and laughed out loud. “It’s from Naomi, and oh, it’s just what I always wanted,” she said sarcastically. “A statue of myself.” She held up the replica of her bronze slam dunk pose from the Academy. “I love you, honey, but you’re a wise-ass,” she scolded.

Naomi nodded eagerly. “Yep. Guilty,” she admitted.

Naomi went next, and then everyone in turn. Before long, there was a general mess of torn paper everywhere, and Geejay was having a ball plowing through it with her body, rolling in the blizzard of paper debris. 

Kathryn received an impressive collection of romance novels, a jab at her well known vice, but she refused to be apologetic, saying she’d spend the rest of the vacation reading the “bodice-rippers”, as Seven called them. 

Kieran grinned at her former captain, asking “How can it be your vacation, Kat, when you haven’t worked in six months?”

Kathryn threw a wadded up ball of wrapping paper at Kieran, and that started the paper wad fight of the decade. 

Kit was overwhelmed at the gifts she received. Kieran had remembered that Kit told her how Christmas at her home was reserved for gifts consisting of things the McCallister children needed, like clothing, not fun things. Kieran made sure there was nothing necessary in the impressive collection of gifts, nothing that could remotely be classified as something she needed as opposed to things she would simply want. Among the more interesting items, Kieran had given her a new roller coaster program, one that she could use on her workstation at home, to design the amusement rides to her heart’s content. Kathryn gave her twenty hours of holodeck time to play with the program at the Academy’s commercial arcade, and Kit couldn’t wait to start programming breathtaking loops and upside down backwards free falls. 

From Gretchen she received a personal music system that she could carry with her, so her life could have the sound track that teens were always interested in having. She was already playing with it, figuring out how to sample music and save it to her system. Seven had given her a pair of ridiculously expensive and fancy Velocity court shoes, and Kit already had them on. Seven had included workout clothes, a new phaser with special game interface settings, and a unitard designed especially for the sport. 

Kit had always had to play Velocity in her cross trainers, just as she had all sports—one pair of shoes for all the sports she played, despite the fact that each sport needed a particular design of shoe.  Since Kieran had given her an equally expensive and specialized pair of basketball shoes, courtesy of her company shoe sponsor, Kit felt outfitted beyond her wildest dreams. Naomi had given her camping equipment, in hopes that they could all go sometime over the summer, including a tent, a sleeping bag, an inflatable mattress, and a cooking stove that weighed about three pounds.  She also gave her one of Kieran’s old sweatshirts, with a private note that said “So you never have to steal mine again.” Kit laughed and apologized to Naomi for the indiscretion, and begged to be allowed to keep the powder blue sweatshirt, which she was in fact, wearing. Naomi had agreed she could keep the shirt, which was already showing signs of fabric fatigue from overuse. Kit didn’t care, because it still smelled like Kieran, and it was her favorite thing to wear next to her letter jacket.

Phoebe had taken the young girl to heart immediately, when she heard about her troubled history, and she had fussed over what to give Kit that might be meaningful. She finally settled on giving her a frame that would hold the jersey Kieran had given her, one with authentic museum mountings and an airtight seal so that the liquid gold writing on the jersey would never flake or fade, and the fabric would be preserved permanently. Phoebe knew a good deal about such things, and she explained them carefully to Kit, so that she would understand the importance of taking the proper steps to archive her treasures. Kit was duly impressed with the lesson, and asked to see Phoebe’s gallery as soon as practicable. Phoebe agreed to take her to Paris on a summer weekend, to see the art museums and to take a painting lesson from the younger Janeway. 

Her final gift had come allegedly from Geejay, but Kieran was actually behind it. She gave Kit a wetsuit, a rebreather device, goggles, and fins, so they could go diving in Florida. Kit had never even seen the ocean, other than the bay in San Francisco, and she had only seen the likes of this type of equipment in diving magazines, which she read avidly. 

Kieran grinned at her happy expression. “I’m taking you swimming with Bessie, my favorite manatee, first thing,” she promised the younger woman. “And then we’re going to the Keys to see a coral reef, and finally, I’m taking you parasailing,” Kieran advised as she showed her how the equipment worked.

“You’re kidding me.” Kit was ready to leave that instant. “We’re going to do all that?”

“Absolutely, kiddo,” Kieran promised, hugging her affectionately. “I’m going to show you all the things about Florida that make it special,” she said enthusiastically. “I can’t wait to have you meet my folks. They are going to love you,” she advised, kissing Kit’s hair.

Kit leaned into her, closing her eyes against the rush of emotion. 

Kieran shored her up, wrapping her in a tight embrace. “You okay, Kit?” she asked gently.

“It’s so much,” she said hoarsely. “I just—you’re all so nice, and I feel so undeserving,” she admitted quietly, not wanting anyone to overhear.

“Hey,” Kieran said tenderly, rubbing her shoulders comfortingly. “You’re part of our family now, Kit. This is how we do things, and how we love people. And you are very much loved, especially by me.” She kissed Kit’s forehead. “Oh, I almost forgot, I need you to look at some catalogues for me,” she said with a snap of her fingers. “You have to pick out your furniture for your rooms.”

Kit looked incredulous. “My rooms?”

Kieran grinned. “Yeah—your rooms. One in San Fran, one here. You think I’m going to make you sleep on the couch?”

“Well, yeah, I did, actually,” Kit said, embarrassed. “You don’t have another room in San Francisco.”

“We will by the time we get back,” Kieran advised her. “I’m converting my attic into a loft for you,” she admitted. “I was going to surprise you, but I have to order the furniture, or it won’t arrive by the time we get home. And you need to pick stuff for the apartment at the farmhouse, too,” she mentioned.

Kit shook her head. “I’m really going to live with you from now on? It’s not just temporary, until some foster home can be lined up?”

Kieran held her by the shoulders, peering intently into her soft golden eyes. “Didn’t I tell you I was taking custody of you?” Her voice was calm, but commanding

“Yes, but—” 

“And have I ever once said I was going to send you away?” Kieran’s gaze intensified.

“No—but—” Kit couldn’t think of the objection she meant to raise.

“And didn’t I tell you I would protect you and take care of you?” she demanded, driving her point home.

“Yeah, KT, but—”


“Then why would you think for a minute you wouldn’t be living with me?” She squeezed Kit’s shoulders. “Do I seem like the type of person who takes on commitments lightly? Because I assure you, Kit, I’m not. I would not let you down, or let you get shuffled off to some foster home. God, that hurts,” she said honestly. “You have so little faith in my love for you?”

Kit stood there, dumbfounded. “I never meant—God, KT, of course I believe in you—but—I guess I’m not used to people following through with me. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to insult your integrity. It’s just, how do I explain this?” She seemed frantic to make Kieran get it. “I have a hard time thinking I’m worth your love and concern, at all, let alone the kind of commitment you’re making to me. It’s not a reflection of how I feel about you, or whether I trust you. It’s how I feel about me,” she realized. “No one in my whole life has ever loved me like you do. It’s unnerving, in a way. Usually, when somebody is this good to me, they have an ulterior motive. I’m just trying to acclimate myself to what you’re offering me. I have to keep convincing myself I’m not dreaming, you know? I’m afraid I’m going to wake up and be back in Palatine.”

Kieran swallowed her injured feelings. “It’s okay, I understand. I don’t mean to be so sensitive. And I know what you’re used to, sweetie, but I’m not one of those people who has hurt you or used you. I never want to hurt you, and I will certainly never use you. There are no strings with this deal. It’s love, pure and simple. I love you and I want you with me. It’s not about what you can give me back, or whether you attend the Academy. It’s about choosing you to be part of my life and my family. It’s permanent, Kit. We have some big decisions to make, and we need to make them fairly soon. But if it’s going to work, you have to trust me.”

“I’m trying, KT, I swear,” she said. “You’re just a lot to process, you know? You’re very intense, and three months ago, I didn’t even know you. And I keep coming back to one really basic thing.” She studied her new Velocity shoes, rather than meet Kieran’s eyes. “How can you love me?”

Kieran lifted her chin with two fingers. “I just do. I can’t explain it, and it isn’t something you can earn. You just touch my heart, in ways I can’t describe. Everyone who meets you knows instantly how special you are. You’re just going to have to trust me. I’ll try to be patient, and I’ll try to keep proving myself to you, until you’re convinced. Okay?”

Kit nodded. “Okay. Now what are these big decisions, besides furniture?” she asked.

“Well, for starters,” Kieran led her back to where Naomi was sitting, tugging her down in the floor to sit by the fireplace. “Do you want to finish out high school in Palatine?”

Kit hadn’t even considered what would happen after the holidays. “I don’t know. Could I?” she asked, wondering how that would work.

“You could. You’d have to get up early enough to get to the transporter station, and beam to Palatine, and then take a shuttle to your school. You’d have to beam back at night, and come to the house. I could try to walk you to the station and meet you there every night, but sometimes, I’m going to be traveling with my team and with the Speaker’s Bureau.”

“You wouldn’t have to do that, KT,” she assured her. “I can handle it.”

“The other options are taking early graduation, and taking a semester off; taking early graduation and taking prep classes for the Academy; or transferring to the Academy high school and finishing the year there. I can’t think of any other options, can you Na?” Kieran asked.

“Not really,” Naomi offered. 

“How soon do I have to decide?” Kit asked, thinking about the options.

“I need to know next week, so I can make the arrangements,” Kieran explained.

Kit looked at Naomi. “What about you, Na? You married KT, not knowing she was gonna do this to you. Are you really okay with this?” She needed to be sure.

“Kieran and I are completely on the same page, Kit,” Naomi nodded affirmation, “With this, and with everything else. She and I know each other well enough that she could make this decision and not even need to ask how I felt about it, because in her shoes, I’d have done the very same thing. Sometimes, there’s just a moral imperative at stake. Besides, KT and I already had the summer figured out with you in it. This is just a little sooner than the original plan.” She took Kit’s hand, holding it in her own. 

“I would never want to cause friction with you guys,” Kit was adamant.

Naomi smiled at her wife. “I would never fault her for loving someone.” She looked at Kieran meaningfully. “She took Seven in when she needed a place to be, and now she’s taking you into our family. I know what kind of person I married, Kit, and I wouldn’t want her any other way.”

“Thank you.” Kieran leaned over and kissed her wife. “Hey, I almost forgot,” Kieran reached into her jeans pocket. “I have another gift for you.” She handed Naomi a velvet box.

Naomi smiled and flipped open the lid. “Oh, KT, it’s beautiful,” she murmured. “I can’t believe you remembered,” she breathed.

There inside the box lay a silver and gold bracelet, with Kieran’s and Naomi’s pips inlaid between the metal bands. 

Kit peeked over the lid, looking at the delicate piece. “What is it?” she asked, trying to discern the content of the bracelet.

“It’s something sentimental,” Naomi explained. She held up the bracelet. “This white pip is from my bridge assistant’s ensignia, and the gold one is from my first Ensign’s rank ensignia. Kieran’s are all there, too, from her Ensign’s to her Commander’s pips. And this one was my mother’s,” Naomi pointed to the other end of the bands. “K-Mom’s Captain’s pip is this one,” she pointed it out, “and this is a fragment of a Borg implant from Seven,” she realized that the implant was a new idea, not from her original hallucination. “We’ll keep adding to the collection, until we’ve reached our highest ranks,” Naomi explained. “I like that you had them cut level with the metal. That’s not how it looked in my hallucination. This is much, much prettier,” she cupped Kieran’s face in her hand, kissing her softly. “I love you, Kieran. Thank you for remembering.”

Kieran hugged her wife briefly. “I love you too, sweetie. Merry Christmas.”

Kathryn came out of the back bedroom, bundled in her snow suit. “Who’s for midnight sledding?” she called out.

“Me!” Naomi jumped up, clapping her hands. 

Kieran grinned at her childlike wife. “Okay, I’m game.”

Gretchen smiled at the lot of them. “I’ll make the hot chocolate while you all get your clothes on. Layers, everybody, and don’t forget your gloves. It’s bitter cold out tonight.”

__________________

The sledding party broke up very late, and Kit, Kieran and Naomi trooped back to their farmhouse to sleep at about three in the morning. They sang carols all the way down the country road, and Kit couldn’t remember the last time she had felt so free and so safe. She loved listening to her companions singing, and she hated to ruin the mix with her own voice, so she mostly hummed along.

“You guys are really good,” she told them as they banged the snow off their boots on the porch. “I’m impressed.”

Kieran took Naomi’s hands. “She’s the one with the real talent, Kit. You should hear her play piano. She’s very, very good.” Kieran gazed lovingly at Naomi. “In fact, if you’d like a concert, just ask,” she added.

Kit smiled at them both as they pushed through the door, shaking snow off their clothes and hanging up coats to dry. A brand new upright piano stood in the living room, with a bright red ribbon around the bench.

“KT!” Naomi clapped her hands together. “Did you do this?”

Kieran laughed. “Guilty. Seven and Kathryn got it delivered while we were busy at your Grandmother’s, though. I thought it was a shame not to have one in each house, when you need to be able to play in both places.”

Kieran helped Naomi get her boots off, then took off her own. “Anybody want a fire, or are you just ready to sleep?”

Naomi yawned. “I’m beat. No fire for me, Commander,” she decided. “But I’m going to play this first thing in the morning,” she promised, letting her fingertips trail over the ivory keys of her new instrument. “Thank you, honey. You spoil me,” she said gratefully, smiling warmly at her wife.  She leaned over and hugged Kit. “Sleep well,” she told her new friend. “Merry Christmas,” she added, heading up the stairs.

Kieran slipped an arm around Kit’s shoulders, ascending the stairs beside her. “Do you need anything, kiddo?” she asked fondly, hugging her close.

Kit smiled warmly up at her. “I have everything I ever wanted,” she informed the taller woman. “And I have you to thank for that.” She stopped outside the guest room where she would be sleeping, glad the studio wasn’t converted yet. She would have been lonely, sleeping in a separate building from Kieran and Naomi. “Good night, Kieran,” she said softly, sliding her arms around the Commander’s neck, stretching to kiss her cheek. “I love you with all my heart,” she murmured, hugging her close.

Kieran held her for a minute, so glad to have the young woman in her life. “I love you, too, Kit. I hope you have sweet dreams. Merry Christmas.” She cradled Kit’s head in her large palm, thinking about what Naomi had told her about giving Kit the physical closeness she needed. “If you need anything, wake me up, okay?”

“Okay,” Kit agreed. “See you in the morning.”

Kieran watched as the guest room door closed, peeked through the doorway of the room she shared with Naomi, and noted her wife was already sound asleep. She crept back downstairs to the workstation, logged herself in, and sent Christmas greetings to Lenara Kahn and Robin Lefler, hoping both women had plans to keep them busy for the holiday.

I should have invited them both to come with us, she kicked herself inwardly. I’ll bet Lenara is completely alone right now. And wouldn’t it be funny to see them meet for the first time?
Kieran pressed the send key and thought about her ex-lovers. There were too many hurts in the world, and her focus needed to be on Kit’s, she realized. She swallowed the lonely ache that thinking about Lenara always seemed to cause, switched off the monitor, and headed up to bed.

____________________

Christmas day dawned with new fallen snow, and Kit woke up to the sun glancing off her face and off the ice crystals fragmented on the window pane of the guest bedroom. She crept out of bed, looking out the curtains to the world below, watching the glistening of the sun on the perfect, unblemished blanket over the back yard. She was struck by the sheer beauty of it, the peacefulness of it, the silence and the precision of it. She sat down in the window seat, shivering in the chilly room, but wanting to stay there just to enjoy the quiet solitude. She had a home where no one would make her do anything that felt wrong. She had friends, and a future, and love and companionship. She held the respect of her new family, and she didn’t have to buy it with her body. She glanced across the room, spying the jacket Kieran had given her, and she got up to wrap it around her. It warmed her almost immediately, and she was so proud of it. A gift. Something you give someone for the sheer joy of giving it. Asking nothing in return. She wrapped her arms around her own torso, hugging herself. If this is a dream, please, God, don’t let me wake up, she prayed silently. And help me to have the courage and the strength to become the person they believe I can be. Help me believe it. Help me believe in their love. Please, make the doubts go away.
Kieran awoke in the next room, sensing that Kit was awake, and she bundled herself into a thick sweatshirt, shaking off the chill that pervaded the upstairs of every old farmhouse in winter. She crept into Kit’s room, watching her looking out the window. She was struck by how lovely the teenager truly was, and what a beautiful young woman she would become. She thought again of Cassidy Thompson, and how much Kit resembled her. She tapped lightly at the door, just to get Kit’s attention.

“Can I come in?” she asked faintly.

Kit nodded agreeably, waving her over. “Is Naomi still asleep?” she whispered.

Kieran nodded, thinking how beautiful her wife was when she slept. “She looks like an angel,” she said reverently. 

Kit smiled at her benefactor. “And you don’t just think so because you’re in love with her or anything—that’s a totally unbiased assessment?” she asked playfully.

“Totally,” Kieran agreed. She slid behind Kit in the window seat, wrapping her arms around the smaller woman. “I’m freezing,” she shuddered. “Nice view,” she commented, looking out the window.

“I thought so,” Kit said quietly. “That’s why I’m sitting here.”

“Think you’ll like living with us here?” Kieran wondered, resting her chin on Kit’s shoulder, both women facing outward.

“I think I’d like living with you anywhere,” she replied honestly. 

“Hey, can I tell you something? It’s kind of odd, but I think I’d better warn you about my parents. When you meet them tomorrow, they might act a little weird. Don’t let it throw you, though.”

“Why would they act weird?” Kit hugged Kieran’s arms to her waist, trying to get warm.

“I had a sister who died when I was at the Academy. You look a little bit like her, and I know they’re going to say you look just like her. It’ll be an exaggeration, but that’s what they’ll think.”

“I remember,” Kit affirmed. “Cassidy. She was really sick for a short time, and then the papers said she died. And you had one of your best years ever, which just flabbergasted everyone,” she commented. 

Kieran shrugged. “Some people thrive on adversity. I guess I’m one of them.”

Kit laughed softly. “You must—you took me on.” She grinned with satisfaction.

“How are you doing with all of this, kiddo?” Kieran asked, holding on tighter.

“Like I said last night, it’s a lot to process. But I’m feeling better every day. I’m glad I terminated the pregnancy. I feel sorry for Aunt Grace, because I know when the forensic paternity test came up positive for Uncle Kenny, she just must have died inside. All those years, he was doing those things right under her nose, and she never knew.”

Kieran closed her eyes, trying not to think about the hideous images of Kenneth McCallister abusing his niece.

“What’s it like, KT?” she wondered.

“What’s what like, sweetie?” Kieran wasn’t following.

“What’s it like to make love with someone you really want to be with, that loves you?” she asked, watching a squirrel scamper across the ground, marring the snow cover.

Kieran exhaled softly. “It’s the most sacred, wonderful thing in the world. At least it is with Naomi,” she promised. 

“You guys seem so happy. I hope I have that with someone, someday. Only, I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to be—intimate—without thinking of—well, you know?”

“I know, honey, but we’re going to get you help for that. Robin Lefler is a good therapist. She’s also my ex-lover,” Kieran chuckled. “How’s that for a twist?”

Kit sat forward, looking over her shoulder. “You lie,” she accused.

“Nope, I don’t. Right after I graduated the Academy, Robin and I were on Enterprise. We were engaged briefly,” Kieran stated matter of factly.

“You’ve been engaged to Robin and to Dr. Kahn,” she murmured with awe.  “What happened with Robin?” Kit was fascinated. 

“We came to our senses,” Kieran laughed. “Seriously, she dumped me, and she married someone else.” She let Kit lean back against her, folding her arms over Kit’s again.

“She dumped you? What a bonehead move for her,” she intoned scornfully, rolling her eyes disdainfully.

Kieran laughed. “I bet she’s not sorry.” She rested her chin on Kit’s shoulder again. “I’m no prize, kiddo, and I was especially no prize back then,” she chuckled. 

Kit squeezed Kieran’s arms, holding them tighter around her. “You know,” she said seriously, “I really hate it when you say things like that about yourself. You are so good and so kind, how can you fault yourself for anything?” 

Kieran chuckled. “Well, honesty, for starters. But I’ll try to keep the self-loathing to a minimum, in your presence, okay?”

“Thanks,” Kit agreed. “So what’s on the agenda for today?”

“Work,” Kieran replied. “I have a consultation with Admiral Brand—she sent me a note last night. It must be important. I’m going to send you over to Gretchen’s so Naomi and I can do our business with the Admiral, and we’ll meet you and everyone in time for breakfast. The Janeways do a massive Christmas breakfast, or so I’m told. Hey, I forgot to tell you—there was a present I got you that I couldn’t finalize before we left. I’ll wrap it up when we get back. Remember how you told me that your family wouldn’t let you start Kung Fu? I found one of the best instructors in San Francisco—some master black belt guy. Name’s Lee Wo Fong. He’s supposed to be one of the best.”

“Are you kidding me? He’s the grand national champion, KT!” She turned in Kieran’s arms to hug her face to face. “How do you come up with these things?” She hid her face in Kieran’s shoulder. “How’d you ever get him to agree?”

Kieran shrugged. “He sounded awfully impressed with your credentials. I think he is anxious to meet you. He said even he doesn’t understand Savate, and you’re a black belt in it. You know, Kit,” she said in a teasing tone, “you’re a fine one to lecture me about underestimating myself. You do it all the time. Do you have any idea how impressive you really are?”

Kit met her eyes, but shook her head. “I guess not.”

“Did I tell you that before I even met you, Admiral Brand gave me a list of potential recruits, and she had ordered them in terms of importance to Starfleet?”

“That’s pretty organized,” she admitted. “Where did I fall in the list?”

“You were number one. She told me flat out if I didn’t land anyone else on the list but you, she’d consider my job a rousing success. They wanted you in the worst way, kiddo,” she assured her young friend. 

Kit grinned proudly. “Are you making that up to bolster my ego?”

“Cross my heart, it’s true. I still have the list. I’ll show it to you sometime. I think right now, though, you’d better get showered and dressed. I’m going to wake up my wife, so we can be ready when the Admiral calls in an hour. Will you be okay at Gretchen’s without us there, for awhile?”

Kit nodded. “Oh, completely. They are all so nice to me.”

Kieran hugged her. “I’m glad. You’re going to be in this family for the rest of your life, if you want us,” she assured her. “So it’s good if you can get along with everyone.”

“KT, if I ask you something, do you promise not to get mad?” Kit sounded unsure.

“I promise,” she agreed.

“What if my parents decide they want me back, now that Uncle Kenny and Aunt Grace don’t have custody of me?” She sounded very worried.

“Oh, sweetie, I’m sorry.” Kieran hugged her again. “I should have explained all that. I got a writ of protective custody, and it is valid for 90 days. Your parents can’t contest it until then, and if they file an appeal, the court won’t hear it for another 30 days. That takes us into April. By then, you’ll be eighteen, and they can’t say or do anything to you. It’ll be totally your choice, where you go and what you do. I don’t think there’s any legal way they can make you go back with them.”

Kit sighed with relief. “That’s great.” She sank into Kieran’s arms. “I was so scared they’d contest this, somehow.”

“If they find a way, I’ll fight them tooth and nail. They’re the ones who put you in that god- awful situation, and I think a judge would find gross neglect for that alone. Robin Lefler knows a lot about child welfare law, because she’s a specialist in family counseling, and she helped me do the research and make the right connections to protect you. She’s been a godsend, let me tell you. It’s a good thing I took a class from her, or I wouldn’t have known any of this stuff.”

“Then I’m glad you took it, too,” she admitted. “Okay, I’m off to shower. I’d hate to offend my new family by smelling bad,” she joked.

Kieran watched her go. So young and so insecure. Kieran would have to fix the insecurity, and soon, before it ate the poor girl alive.

_____________________

Kieran crawled back into bed with Naomi, who was sleeping lightly. She breathed and rolled over, pulling Kieran into her arms.

“Get me warm,” she demanded, lifting her face to Kieran’s. 

“Yes, Ma’am.” Kieran wrapped herself around the smaller woman, rubbing her back to heat the skin. “Did you sleep well?”

Naomi smiled. “I always do when I’m next to you, honey,” she murmured. “Do we have time to…?”

Kieran kissed her gently. “Sorry, no. Admiral Brand will be calling, and Kit’s in the shower.”

Naomi pouted briefly, finally opeing her eyes. “Okay. But I need some flesh on flesh time with you, and soon,” she urged, kissing her wife suggestively.

“Tell you what—maybe after Admiral Brand? Can we be late to breakfast?” Kieran kissed her back, parting her lips with a curious tongue.

“I think breakfast will already be good and cold, so why not?” Naomi groaned as Kieran’s hands slid beneath her sweatshirt, cupping her breasts. 

Kieran brushed her thumbs lightly over the pebbled nipples, kissing her wife much more ardently than before. Naomi pulled Kieran over on top of her, wrapping her legs around the tall Commander’s hips. “I want you,” she whispered, making Kieran shudder with anticipation.

“God, Na,” Kieran breathed against her throat, “you make me ache,” she sighed, biting softly at the creamy white flesh. “When you say things like that to me, I just feel—liquid, inside,” she floundered for an accurate description.

Naomi heard the shower shut off. “Better hold that thought, love. We’re about to lose our privacy again.” She smiled seductively.

Kieran winked at her. “I’ll see if I can’t move Admiral Brand along, too. More time to seduce you,” she promised.

____________________

Admiral Brand appeared on the comm screen, smiling, wearing Christmas red and green, and it struck Kieran that she had never seen the woman out of uniform before.

“Merry Christmas to the Wildmans,” she called out, raising a glass of eggnog to her subordinates. “I’m sorry to have to bother you with business today, but this is news you’re going to want,” she advised.

“Thank you Admiral, for taking time from your holiday,” Kieran replied. “Merry Christmas to you, too,” she added.

“I wanted you both to know, Naomi has been accepted to the Counselor Training program. And the Academy Board has approved your tenure as head basketball coach for the duration. Your recruiting position is also secured. It looks like your future is set,” she announced, beaming at them. “And the issues you raised about Kit McCallister are also settled, Commander. Since you are her legal guardian, if she enters the Academy prep program, she does so under your family name, with all the benefits any of your biological children would have. She gets insurance, a survivor’s benefit in the event of your death, full medical, dental, optical, and her tuition is paid.”

Kieran breathed a sigh of relief. “That is good news, Admiral. Kit needs stability right now, more than anything else, and I’ve been trying to make sure I can provide it in every possible way.”

“Commander,” Brand’s voice cracked, her eyes softening, “I think what you’re doing for her is nothing short of angelic. I’m moved by your compassion, and I’ll do everything I can to help you. I got the Academy to agree to cover all your legal fees, for starters. I’m going to see what strings I can pull to put together a three year program for Kit, so that she can graduate early and stay with you when you’re ready to leave us. Frankly, Commander, if you change your mind, no one will be happier than me. But I’m taking advantage of the three year reprieve. Naomi, thank you for wanting to go to graduate school,” she added, smiling at the young cadet. “If I were you, Kieran, I’d recommend to Kit that she does the Academy prep this semester. It should help her test out of some of the core courses, and move up the year you’re going to need so you all leave at the same time. I’ll do whatever I can to get you all placed on the same ship, too. I know I’ll have to call in some favors, but I think in Kit’s case, the special consideration is warranted. That kid has been through hell. It’s about time she caught a break.”

“I couldn’t agree more, Admiral,” Kieran concurred. “And thank you for all your concern and your help. And I want to thank you for sending me to recruit Kit, too. I wouldn’t have known her, otherwise, and I am so happy and proud to have her in my home.”

“Ladies, I’m off to my husband’s mother’s for the day. We’re golfing in Hawaii,” she laughed. “Imagine that. I hear the caddies all wear Santa hats.” She waved cordially at them.

Kieran and Naomi smiled warmly at her. “Have a wonderful trip, Admiral. Happy Holidays.”

The Admiral’s visage faded and the screen went black. 

Naomi turned to Kieran. “I got in!” she squealed, hugging her wife.

“Congratulations, love,” Kieran murmured. “Was there ever any doubt?” she asked, kissing Naomi’s forehead.

Naomi held her finger and thumb a quarter inch apart. “Maybe this much,” she admitted. “But it’s a relief, knowing,” she sighed happily. “What was all that about Kit and benefits?”

Kieran sighed. “It’s a lot of responsibility, taking her on, Na. I’ve had a million things to think about. 

“Why aren’t you talking to me about these things, KT? Let me help,” she urged.

“Last night,” Kieran began, “after we’d opened presents, I was getting on her for not believing in me. She’s just riddled with doubts, and fears, and God, it breaks my heart, Na. She looks at me like she thinks I’m going to bail out on her at the first sign of trouble. She actually asked me if I wasn’t just taking custody of her temporarily, until I could put her in a foster home. Do you believe that? A foster home!” Kieran was appalled. “When I called her on it, she apologized and said she just isn’t accustomed to anyone following through with her, and it hit me how true that’s been for her. Her parents left her here with those horrid people, probably because she was too young to be any assistance in terraforming, and then you know what her adoptive family did to her. Hell, no wonder she thinks everyone is out to use or abuse her.”

Naomi drew Kieran to their bed, sitting facing her. “She has big, big issues with abandonment, and insecurity, and self-esteem. That’s plain to see. What do we do to help her? I know she’ll get all the counseling she needs, but we have to support that work, and reinforce it.”

Kieran nodded emphatic agreement. “I want to prove to her I’m going to be there for her, Na. I want to put an end to the abandonment questions, right here, right now. I’ve been thinking,” she said as she took Naomi’s hands. “I want your permission, first, because it’s your future, too, and my money is your money. I want to contact my agent, and get her to renegotiate my contract with the Fever.”

Naomi nodded. “What sort of new deal are you going to ask for?”

“Three years, four million dollars. Only here’s the thing--they’d pay six, easy. I’m giving them a major bargain, with a catch: I’m going to demand that they put three million into separate annuities—one for you, one for Katie, and one for Kit. Katie’s will accrue interest until she’s 16, and then it can start annual payouts in the hundreds of thousands of dollars. Yours will pay you a monthly amount for the rest of your life. If you like, you can roll the payment back into an investment fund. Kit’s will work the same way, with payments starting next month. The other million they can defer until my last season, and that’s their insurance that I’ll perform.”

“So far, it sounds like there’s no downside for the team,” Naomi noted, her hazel eyes warming with approval for her wife’s foresight.

“The squeeze is that they have to deliver the funds by the end of the week. I want to hand the annuity certificate to Kit, and show her that no matter what, she is taken care of. If I die, if I become disabled, it doesn’t matter—she’s set. What do you think?”

Naomi smiled. “I think you can take my million and split it between Katie and Kit. Or put it in trust for our future children. Honey, I have money, remember? My mother took care of that, and I still haven’t even looked into how much I have coming from my father. I suppose I should contact someone about that. Since he was a war casualty, there’s probably some big chunk of money somewhere.”

Kieran nodded. “You need to follow up on that. You’re probably right.”

“If so, I’ll put that in trust for our future kids, too,” Naomi decided. “You don’t need my approval to put your financial affairs in order, Kieran.”

“We’re a partnership, Na. I don’t want to do anything you don’t approve of, or anything you’ll resent,” she explained.

“I think you should contact Nancy. She’s going to be getting one hell of a Christmas present, finding out you can sign for three and not one year,” Naomi encouraged her wife, grinning. Nancy was Kieran’s agent, and a barracuda when it came to contract negotiations.

“Yeah, what a commission she’s going to get,” Kieran laughed.

She went to the comm station again, keying in the codes to contact her agent. When she explained the terms she wanted, the woman nearly fell out of her chair.

“KT, are you nuts? I can get you six, maybe seven million. You’re selling yourself very short,” she complained, smirking at Kieran’s naïveté. 

“Nancy, this is what I want. I need the security for my family. I don’t care about the extra money—I care about expediency. I need those annuities immediately. Actually,” she considered, “I need Kit’s immediately. Not the other two. But I want them as soon as possible. Kit’s, I need. Send it to my parents’ in Florida day after tomorrow, okay Nance?”

Nancy shook her head, dark eyes dull. “KT, you’re killing me.” She sighed. “Let me at least try to get you a better deal, please? I’ll make sure you get the annuities, but can I have a little leeway? I might be able to get more.”

“If you can, great. Split it evenly between all three annuities. I want those with an A+ rated securities company, and they have to have a guaranteed payout of the base price plus four percent interest over the life of the bond. Got it?”

Nancy nodded. “I got it, KT. I’ll get you five percent, I promise. Four is too low.”

“And I want at least four proposals for payouts. Kit’s needs to have at least one proposal that shows lump sums over the major milestones of her life—age 21, 25, 30—you know the drill, right?”

“Yeah, KT, I know how annuities work,” she assured her.

“I also want one of Kit’s proposals to cover the contingency that she wants a monthly payout for life, and one needs to show a higher monthly for her college years. Can you do a weighted average that way?“

“KT, this is standard stuff. These annuity people do it all the time, and I’ll get you every proposal in their arsenal, all with the same base cost. Kit can decide which looks best to her, anytime before the first payout date. Relax, I’ll take care of it.”

“Thanks, Nancy. Are you losing a lot of money on this deal?” Kieran asked, concerned.

“Hell, yes,” she bitched. “But I know why you’re doing it this way. When do I get to meet this Kit kid, anyway? She must be something else to make you cough up this kind of cash,” she grinned ruefully.

“You can meet her when you and I renew our agency paperwork this summer, if you like. Nancy, I’m sorry if you’re disappointed. How about if I let you sign me to an endorsement deal, any product you like as long as it’s not obscene, and you keep the profits?”

Her eyes lit up. “You’d do that for me?”

“One commercial spot, Nance. Your choice. Make the best deal you can on it, because you know how I hate that kind of shit. Try to make it something reasonably wholesome. You know? Soda pop, hot dogs, something consistent with my image.”

Nancy grinned facetiously. “I promise, KT, no strap on dildoes. You’re serious? You’ll let me do a deal for my commission?”

“Absolutely. But keep in mind, Nance. My basketball contract is for my family. I need you to negotiate as tough as you’ve ever been, and I need that annuity by the end of the week, for Kit. Okay?”

Nancy nodded resolutely. “I promise you, KT. It’ll be the best deal I pull off in my career. You’re a nice gal, you know? How could I not work my ass off for you? You’re going to make me rich. Hell, you already have,” she laughed.

“Yeah, I’m a prince,” Kieran drawled, rolling her eyes. “Merry Christmas, Nancy.”

She turned to Naomi. “Think that sounds like someone who doesn’t follow through?”

Naomi kissed her. “Kit is going to have to believe, now. No way she can doubt you.”

__________________

Kieran and Naomi slipped into Gretchen’s amid catcalls and teasing. They were two hours late, and breakfast was long over with.

“You two are incorrigible,” Kathryn accused. “Can’t you keep yourselves in check on the holiest day of the year?” she playfully scolded.

Naomi pretended to be aghast. “Whatever you think we’ve been doing, Mother, you’re wrong, I assure you,” she lied. “We’ve actually been doing family planning.”

“Oh, right,” Phoebe teased, hugging her niece. “Trying to make babies, you mean.” She high-fived Kathryn for the dig.

Naomi scowled at them. “We figured out a long time ago we need a doctor for that, smart ass.”

Seven snuck up behind her. “You’re blushing, Naomi Wildman,” she announced. “But only two hours late? Kieran is falling down on the job,” she teased, turning to the Janeway sisters. “Usually, it’s three or four hours, you know. Every Saturday night, without fail. Of course, Kieran gripes until Tuesday about how sore she is, as if I’d never know why,” she howled.

Kieran pulled her winter jacket up over her burning ears. “My God, you people have dirty minds. I’m starving, is there any food left?”

“See there, Naomi. You’re starving the poor woman,” Gretchen chimed in. “You couldn’t let her have a proper breakfast, first?”

Naomi threw her hands up, exasperated. “To hell with you all,” she laughed. “Where’s the leftovers? Kieran must have worked at least a thousand calories off me,” she admitted, grinning happily. 

Kieran gave Naomi a scathing look. “Rat me out, why don’t you? Traitor. I’m not putting out for a month,” she declared.

Phoebe helped her mother pull the leftovers back out. “Waffles?” she asked politely.

“Yeah, a couple, at least,” Naomi agreed, licking her lips.

Before long their plates were heaped with food, and they sat down amid more jeers to eat. 

Phoebe checked the driveway every fifteen minutes, waiting for the mystery date to arrive. Finally, a brilliant smile spread across her face. “He’s here,” she announced. “Everybody go sit in the living room, and wait for me to bring him in. And no peeking out the windows,” she ordered, grabbing her coat and rushing outside to greet him.

Kieran immediately disobeyed, and snuck to the window. “Oh my God,” she murmured, streaking back to her seat between Naomi and Kit.

“What? Is he ugly?” Kathryn asked. “Is he some artist freak?”

Kieran laughed, smiling wildly. “You aren’t going to believe it,” she predicted, rubbing her hands together gleefully.

Phoebe stood on the front porch with her boyfriend, assuring him it would be okay, and no one was going to skewer him. She kissed him then, touching his face softly. “It’s going to be fine,” she promised. “I love you,” she whispered, throwing her arms around his neck.

He smiled down at her. “I love you too. I was so afraid I wouldn’t make it back for today,” he said in a deep voice. “Have you told them anything?”

She shook her head. “Only that someone very special was coming for Christmas. I’ve never brought anyone home before, so they know it’s serious, if you’re here,” she explained. “Come on,” she urged, taking his hand in hers. “Time to ‘fess up.” She opened the door.

Kathryn and Seven and Naomi’s jaws collectively fell to their chests.

“Merry Christmas, Captain.” Harry Kim smiled wanly at his former Captain. “Seven, Naomi, Merry Christmas. KT.” He came in and started kissing cheeks and hugging old friends.

“Harry, you old dog,” Kieran laughed as she hugged the daylights out of him. “Don’t you look sharp all dressed up to play First Officer?” she teased.

Phoebe’s eyes shone with love and happiness, watching him renewing acquaintances with his Voyager friends. 

Kathryn still hadn’t spoken. “Are you yanking my chain, Phoebe?” she leaned over, hissing at her sister. “Well, you got me good,” she chuckled. “I thought for a minute there you were serious,” she slapped her leg, starting to laugh.

Phoebe shook her head. “Harry,” she ignored her sister, “tell my stupid sister this is not a joke.”

Harry slipped his arms around Phoebe’s waist, kissing her affectionately. “Let her think what she wants. Nobody could ever tell her anything, anyway. Let me get your presents out of my bags,” he offered. “Captain Riker sends his best to you all,” he added.

Gretchen came over to greet the young Commander. “Harry, it’s so good to see you again.” She kissed his cheek. “I was hoping, when I saw you in Paris this fall, that you and Phoebe would keep seeing each other. You put the roses in my daughter’s cheeks,” she said fondly as she cupped his face in a wizened hand. “I always knew someday, Phoebe would fall for a Starfleet man.” She hugged her daughter.

Phoebe gazed up at him, smiling, not caring at all that she was six shades of red. Her dark hair framed a face so full of joy, everyone but Kathryn was convinced in an instant that there was no joke about what she was feeling. “How long can you stay, this time?” she murmured, oblivious to everyone in the room but the dashing Mr. Kim.

He kissed her forehead, holding her. “Not long enough, I’m afraid. Can we talk in private?” he asked, taking both her hands. 

“In the kitchen,” Phoebe agreed, tugging him along.

Kathryn was still half certain the whole thing was a prank, but when it became obvious that Phoebe and Harry were in the kitchen, and there was no talking going on whatsoever, she started to believe. “I’ll be damned,” she pondered, resting her chin on her arms, which were propped on her knees. “Harry and Phoebe?”

Naomi ducked under Kieran’s arm. “I think they’re just perfect for each other,” she announced. “Harry looks so handsome and confident in his new pips. And Aunt Phoebe is positively radiant.”

Gretchen smirked at her daughter. “While you were busy getting Kieran and Naomi married off last summer, Harry and Phoebe were busy falling in love. He spent most of his leave time in Paris with her. She didn’t want to tell you until things were more settled with them. She knew you’d razz them both mercilessly,” she advised her eldest daughter.

“I never would have guessed,” Kathryn still couldn’t get over it. “She’s never shown anything but disdain for Starfleet,” she said, bewildered.

Gretchen shook her head. “She loved your father every bit as much as you did, Kathryn. And she’s an artist. She can paint in Paris or she can paint in a starship, makes no difference.”

Kathryn’s face fell. “They’re that serious? Mother, Harry is fifteen years younger than Phoebe,” she pointed out.

Seven glared at her, as did Naomi, both crossing their arms. “And that would be relevant how?” Seven asked, scowling.

Kathryn swallowed hard. “Uh—it wouldn’t be relevant at all, darling,” she instantly agreed. “Age makes no difference at all.”

“Damned right,” Naomi reinforced the point.

Kit sat there, watching them all banter. “Will somebody tell me what’s going on?”

Kieran filled her in, then concluded with “So we’re just a bit surprised that Phoebe is involved with Harry. But I’m thrilled for them both,” she decided. 

Harry finally disengaged from the dark-haired woman in the kitchen, leaning his forehead against hers. “I’ve missed you so much,” he told her fondly. “I hate trying to have a relationship over subspace. I’m going to be here a bit more, though, because your sister is going on some diplomatic missions, and my ship is escorting her,” he said optimistically.

“Kathryn told me the missions are going to be several months apiece, which means I won’t see you more than twice between now and summer,” she stated the reality of it. “I worry about you, Harry.”

“Phoebe,” he said in a chiding tone, taking her hands, “My ship is safe. Captain Riker is a wizard at battle tactics. Are things any better at the gallery?”

Phoebe shook her head. “No. I’m going to close it. I can’t afford to keep it open any longer. When the gallery closes, I’ll probably sell the loft, too. I can move back in with Mom, and make trips to Paris to sell my paintings to the other galleries. That should save me a lot,” she considered. “Kieran and Naomi will let me use their house in the winter, I’m sure. Although they’re turning my studio into an efficiency apartment for Kit,” she said pensively.

“Is Kit the teenager in the living room?” he asked, smiling.

“Oh, gosh, how rude am I? I was so excited to see you, I didn’t even introduce you to her. Kieran sort of adopted her,” she explained.

Harry let out a booming laugh. “That sounds like Kieran. Stray people and stray dogs,” he mused, kissing Phoebe’s hand.

“Stray dogs—oh my God, I almost forgot!” she started abruptly. “Honey, wait here, I have to tell Kathryn something.”

Phoebe went into the living room and whispered something to Kathryn. 

“Good job, Phoebe,” Kathryn said approvingly. “Where?”

“I left it in the guest house. I hope it didn’t make a mess,” she said quietly.

“I’ll take care of it.” Kathryn got up to go do just that.

“You did clear it with Kieran and Naomi?” Phoebe wanted to be sure.

“Of course I did. They loved the idea. Introduce Harry to Kit, Miss Manners,” she scolded. “I’ll be right back.”

Kieran and Naomi exchanged knowing looks, smiling.

While Kathryn made her way through the snow drifts in the back yard, Harry came in and met Kit, shaking her hand and explaining how he knew her family. 

Kathryn came in with a blanket in her arms, and something wrapped inside, squirming and whimpering. “Kit,” she said, stomping the snow off her boots and her pant legs, “Santa Claus brought something for you last night, and we nearly forgot it. Meet Orson the second.” She whipped back the blanket to reveal a black and white border collie puppy, and Kit’s eyes widened and filled with tears immediately.

“Is he for me? Truly?” she was breathless. “Oh, gosh, let me see him.” She rushed over to take the bundle of energy.

Orson the second planted his paws on her chest and started licking her chin. Kit giggled and hugged the little puppy to her, and then it was too much for her. She hugged Kathryn and kissed her cheek, a stray tear sneaking down her face. 

 “He’s beautiful, Kathryn. Thank you,” she sighed happily. “KT, is it really okay? Can I keep him?” she pleaded hopefully, wiping her eyes on her sleeve.

“Of course you can. Santa Claus is never wrong about these things,” Kieran laughed happily, seeing the sheer joy and instant love on Kit’s face. She winked at Naomi. “We’ve been wanting a dog for long time anyway, sweetie,” she assured her young ward.

Kit got down in the floor with her pup, rolling him on his back and scratching his belly. His tongue lolled out and he lay very still, soaking up the affection. Kit was in love, and so was Orson. “You’re such a good boy,” she told him, “look at that tummy,” she cooed, forgetting to cry.

Kieran leaned over and said in Naomi’s ear, “Well, we’ve lost her attention for the whole day. Want to sneak off and fool around?”

Naomi swatted her leg. “Lecherous,” she accused. She waggled her eyebrows. “Maybe in a little while?” she flirted. 

Harry looked hopefully at Phoebe, inclining his head toward the kitchen. She followed him out.

“That was sweet. What a nice kid,” he commented.

Phoebe was a little choked up. “You don’t know the half of it, honey.” She slipped her hand into his, sat him down at the kitchen table, and told him the details of how Kieran came to ‘adopt’ Kit McCallister.

Harry’s eyes darkened angrily when Phoebe told him the history. “My God,” he hid his face in behind his hand. “And Kieran didn’t kill that asshole?”

“She would have had to take a number,” Phoebe assured him. “Besides, they sent him to the penal colony on Rigel.”

Harry whistled. “He might live a year, if he’s lucky,” he breathed. “Serves him right. She seems like such a nice kid.”

Phoebe nodded. “Kieran and Naomi are just crazy about her. I can see why, after spending some time with her. I’d love to have a daughter that intelligent and sweet,” she said wistfully.

Harry caught the undertone and took her hands. “Honey, do you want kids? I never thought you cared one way or another. Your art seems to be so consuming,” he mentioned.

“I think I would. I’ve been so absorbed in my work for so long, but I’m starting to realize there’s more to life,” Phoebe said thoughtfully, gauging his reaction.

“I’m glad to hear you say that,” Harry cleared his throat, “because I think if you’re selling the gallery and the loft, you should move in with me, not your mother. Marry me, Phoebe,” he asked softly, leaning across the table to kiss her. “I love you and I want to be with you for the rest of my life. You’re the most amazing woman I’ve ever met. Will you?”

Phoebe studied his earnest expression, his almond shaped eyes so fierce and tender with love for her. She nodded slowly. “I will,” she agreed. “I love you so much, Harry.” She touched his face, kissing him deeply, longingly.

He smiled and stood up, pulling her with him so he could hold her. “I’m happier right now than I’ve ever been in my whole life,” he told her. “I can’t believe you said yes.”

She smiled up at him. “I can’t believe I did either. I never thought of myself as the marrying type, but with you it’s just—right.”

Harry gazed fondly at her, completely at a loss for words. “What kind of wedding do you want, sweetie?”

Phoebe leaned her head against his chest. “I have no idea. Can I think about it?”

He laughed. “No, tell me right this second,” he teased. “I think you’d better open your Christmas presents,” he informed her. 

She gave him a puzzled expression. “Okay,” she agreed, sitting back down and tearing at the wrapping paper. “Oh my,” she gasped. She found a velvet box inside a bigger, camouflaging one. “You were going to ask me all along?” she murmured, opening the small black case. “Harry, did you buy this in Paris?” she was stunned.

He nodded. “That day you pointed it out in the window.”

Phoebe took the ring from the box, thinking back on that day. She and Harry had gone to every museum and art gallery on the Champs-Élysées, and Phoebe had shown him a jewelry store window with the extravagant ring she told him she was going to buy as soon as she sold five paintings from her most recent collection. 

“That means you knew back then you were going to ask me to marry you?” she was floored. “We’d only been going out a month or so.”

“Yeah, and it’s been hell keeping my mouth shut,” he admitted. “I love you so much, Phoebe. I knew after our first date I wanted to be with you always,” he said sincerely. “So I bought the ring, and bided my time. If I had asked you back then, would you have said yes?”

She met his eyes frankly. “No.” She had to be honest. “I don’t think I was ready until five minutes ago,” she admitted.

“Then thank God I waited,” he laughed with relief. “You’re sure you want to say yes?”

Phoebe nodded eagerly. “I‘m sure, Harry. I’m very surprised at how long ago you decided, that’s all. But I’m very happy. Does this mean I can ship out with you?”

“Absolutely,” he affirmed. “I’m not leaving you behind ever again.” He kissed her soundly to seal the promise.

Phoebe blushed at the next question. “Are we going to tell my family?”

“Oh, yeah,” he enthused, grinning. “I want to see the look on Kathryn’s face when you do.”

“No time like the present,” she decided.  She stood and led him to the living room. They hesitated in the archway between the kitchen and the living room, watching the happy couples inside, and Kit playing with Orson and Geejay. “Everyone?” she said faintly. 

The room stilled, and Kathryn could swear her own heart was pounding in her chest. They’re not going to tell us…Kathryn thought. My God, they are. Look at how happy they look.

“Harry and I—” she faltered. “Harry asked me to marry him. And I said yes. And I want to do it before his ship leaves again. Will you all help me get a wedding together before he has to leave?”

Everyone leapt to their feet to hug and kiss the newly engaged couple, and to congratulate them. Kieran actually picked Harry up and swung him around. “Damn, Starfleet,” she laughed, hugging him close. “I’m so proud of you. You’re a lucky, lucky man. She’s beautiful. So,” she leaned close to whisper in his ear, “have you found your Seriah?”

Harry laughed happily. “Put me down, KT,” he insisted, straightening his tunic. He looked fondly at his old study mate. “Yes, I have. God, I love her, KT,” he sighed, hugging his former Counselor. “Thanks for getting me through that ordeal. If I had known Phoebe was waiting for me, I’d have been over it in a heartbeat. But you stuck it out with me.”

“Harry,” she tousled his hair, “I love you, buddy. Of course I was going to stick it out. Welcome to the family.” She kissed his cheek. “This makes you my—er—Uncle-in-law?”

Naomi sidled up beside her wife. “It makes him my uncle. You’re still just my wife,” she informed the tall Commander. 

Kieran laughed. “Okay, I don’t get to claim him, but you do,” she agreed.

________________

Halfway through the day, messages started to come in from all over the continent: Christmas greetings from Icheb, who was vacationing with his Academy buddies, from Neelix who was actually working, from Noah, B’Elanna and Katie, who were up to their ears in toys, from Chakotay, who was headed off for a sweat lodge, and from Tom Paris, who was with his family. There was even a recorded greeting from Kit’s parents, who wished her well, and hoped that they could hear from her soon with details about her plans. They included a heartfelt thanks for Kieran and Naomi, and promised to be in touch again shortly.

Gretchen put together another stellar meal for the evening feast, and then everyone crawled into the floor to sit by the fire and doze off contentedly. Harry and Phoebe excused themselves to Phoebe’s studio, over loud objections from Kieran and Naomi, who tried to donate Phoebe’s old house back to her. She wouldn’t hear it, and the newly engaged couple ran off into the night to seal their promises carnally. Kathryn and Seven sat on the couch, holding each other. The holiday seemed to have solidified their newfound closeness, and everyone was relieved that the differences between them seemed a distant memory. 

Kit fell asleep on the rug with Orson curled against her belly, both of them snoring lightly. Kieran watched over them, struck by how much better Kit looked compared to a week before. Her face was relaxed, and the perpetual worry lines in her forehead had smoothed to a more carefree, easy expression. Her dark blonde hair hung in soft curls around her face, and she actually looked like a teenager again, instead of a stressed and harried adult. Naomi studied Kieran’s ‘daughter’, no longer seeing the woman she had hallucinated about, and instead seeing the frightened, vulnerable child that was hiding beneath the façade.  Naomi rested in Kieran’s lap, still her favorite way to sit with her spouse, head on Kieran’s shoulder. Gretchen drifted off in her easy chair, happy to have her family around her, and pleased that Phoebe’s future was finally taking shape after months of uncertainty.

Naomi sighed gustily, tightening her grip around Kieran’s neck.

“What is it, Na?” Kieran asked quietly, not wanting to disturb the silence around them.

“I’m going to miss you,” she said resolutely.

“What are you talking about? When?” Kieran demanded.

“Tomorrow, when you take Kit to Florida,” she clarified. “I need to stay here and help Phoebe with the wedding arrangements. She helped us, when we were under the gun to pull off a quick marriage,” Naomi pointed out. 

“Then we’ll all three stay,” Kieran reasoned. “I owe her that much.”

Naomi kissed Kieran’s cheek. “You can’t stay. You promised your parents, and you promised Kit. Following through, KT, remember? That’s the only thing that matters to Kit, right now, is seeing that you will actually follow through. You need to keep your promise and take her all the places you said,” she pointed out correctly. “I’ll catch up with you in a couple of days, once the arrangements are solid. Okay?”

“Damn, Na,” Kieran breathed sadly. “I was looking forward to taking you with me. But you’re right, we owe Phoebe, and I can’t break my word to Kit. Or to my folks. They are dying to meet Kit,” she frowned. “I love you, honey. It won’t be the same without you.”

Naomi kissed her passionately, not caring that the others might see. “If I promise to be really, really quiet,” she whispered in Kieran’s ear, “will you make love with me before you have to leave?”

Kieran swallowed hard. “Of course I will. I think we should just slip out now, since Kit’s sound asleep. She can stay here for the night.”

Naomi nodded. “She should be fine. After all, she has Orson.”

__________________

Kathryn Janeway trooped through the deep, drifted snow that adorned the yard between her mother’s house and the guest house where she and Seven of Nine were spending the night. To Kathryn, it seemed like home after so many months, but never moreso than when Seven and Geejay were there. She stomped the snow from her boots, hung her winter coat on the peg beside the breezeway, and went to warm her hands by the fire.

Seven handed her a glass of wine, smiling softly. “Geejay is down for the night,” she advised her spouse. “She and Orson wore each other out.”

Kathryn grinned, taking the wine. “Kit is snoring in Mom’s floor, with Orson right against her tummy,” she chuckled. “I’ve never seen a kid love Christmas as much as that one,” she added fondly, pulling Seven down beside her. “Can you believe Harry and Phoebe?” she shook her head. “Never in a million years,” she grinned.

“I think they’re lovely together. And Phoebe is so happy,” Seven stretched on the woven rug before the fireplace, resting her head in her hand. “What a wonderful Christmas this has been,” she murmured. 

Kathryn took her free hand, squeezing it gently. “It has been wonderful, especially for me. I’m so glad you agreed to come. I know this hasn’t been an easy time for you, and I’m sorry for everything I put you through.”

Seven touched Kathryn’s pale cheek, kissing it softly. “Let’s not bring on new trouble by reliving the old,” she requested. “I wanted to talk to you about the new ship. I think, if things are going as well this summer as they are now, I can see myself signing on to head up your Astrometrics Division.”

Kathryn smiled broadly, but held her breath. “Would you be living with me again?”

“When I imagine it, I imagine living together, yes,” Seven agreed. “Kieran has been counseling me about the situation, about reconciling with you, and I think I have a sound understanding of what we both need to bring to the relationship to make it work for me. Kathryn,” she said seriously, “I want what Naomi and Kieran have together. Not that their relationship is perfect, because it has had its ups and downs, but they have the fundamental things that I believe are important for a successful marriage.”

Kathryn stretched alongside her in the floor, sipping her wine. “What fundamentals?” she asked earnestly. 

“Communication, a willingness to be vulnerable to one another, and an ability to surrender their own needs for the good of the other,” Seven recited. “They are equal partners, to every extent possible,” she pointed out. “I want a relationship as passionate as theirs, as nurturing. If you’re ready to be in a relationship like that, then we’re ready to be together again. If you’re not, I need to know, because that’s what I have to have from you.”

“I think we communicate well—don’t we?” Kathryn asked, not certain what Seven truly meant. “Robin has been pleased with the improvements we’ve made.”

“We didn’t when we were married—not well enough. Communication isn’t about one person shouting the other down, Kathryn, or ordering them around. It has to be productive and rational, and cannot result in an imbalance of power. I don’t know how to explain it,” she was frustrated at the lack of comprehension on her wife’s face. “You can be the Captain outside our quarters, but not inside them. Does that make sense?”

Kathryn nodded. “Absolutely. It’s all really about the same thing it’s always about with me. Control. I’m afraid someone will usurp it, I’m afraid to give it up whether it’s on the bridge or in bed. I’m obsessed with it, and I have to stop it.”

Seven nodded slowly. 

“Kieran tried to tell me as much, back when we were at Restid Three. She was telling me about her sexual interaction with B'Elanna, and how I needed to learn to be more wild in bed, less inhibited and more willing to ask for what I need. I didn’t hear it, wouldn’t, at the time,” Kathryn admitted, shaking her head at her own stubbornness. Her blue-grey eyes were sharp and alert as she considered Seven’s needs. “But I’ve had a lot of time to think about what she was saying, what she really was trying to tell me, and she was right. And I’ve heard her often enough with Naomi to know that they both know exactly how to surrender control to each other,” she blushed, thinking of the more amorous snippets that bled through Seven’s wall back in San Francisco. “I envy them, in many ways. What I’m not sure about is how to get from where we are to where they are.”

Seven swallowed her wine, letting it warm her as it slid down her throat. “Kieran says they talk about sex, sometimes while they’re doing it, sometimes before, often afterward. She swears it’s not about technique, but about accommodation and a willingness to ask questions. She and Naomi have both told me that their sexual relationship sets the tone for everything else in their marriage—if they are vulnerable to one another, and not controlling, that same spirit of openness extends to the other aspects of their union. On the rare occasion when they have quarreled, they have immediately gone to bed, and all the turmoil is gone by morning. Naomi says it’s because she can’t build walls if she’s making herself sexually open to Kieran. It’s their most basic form of communication,” Seven explained.

“What did you mean about their relationship not being perfect? Other than Naomi’s little fiasco on the holodeck?” Kathryn finished her wine and poured more for them both.

“Naomi struggles more than Kieran does. But she is less experienced. The problems that come up almost always stem from her inexperience, and they work through them, but Kieran is the one that drives that process. Naomi flounders, from time to time, and she freely admits that. Kieran accepts her role as the older, wiser partner without reproach or complaint, though.”

“You said they make love whenever they fight—even after the holodeck thing? Kieran didn’t shout at Naomi for several days afterward?” Kathryn found that unlikely.

“Kieran never shouted at all. She came home calm, reflective, and willing to share in the blame for the entire incident. She never once raised her voice. I think it took Kieran awhile to trust Naomi again, but she never showed any evidence of her doubt,” Seven recalled.

“That’s hard for me to imagine—making love when you’re angry with someone,” Kathryn sighed.

“I do not believe Kieran was angry by the time they did. She doesn’t harbor anger longer than the visceral, initial reaction. Then she’s all about understanding why things happened the way they did.”

“How do we get where you want us to be, Seven?” Kathryn asked gently. “How do we learn to be vulnerable, to achieve that state of open communication you want?”

“Maybe we emulate their relationship? Kieran told me if I want those things from you, I have to be willing, first, to give them to you. Will you let me?” she asked solemnly.

“Of course I will,” Kathryn agreed.

“And will you reciprocate if I do?” Seven pressed her. “Because if you can’t, it won’t work.”

Kathryn swallowed hard. “I’ll do my best.”

“Then tell me what you wanted from me that you wouldn’t ask for,” Seven prompted her.

Kathryn quirked an eyebrow. “There wasn’t anything, Seven,” she protested. “Oh, you mean because Kieran said that, about asking for what I wanted in bed?” 

Seven nodded. 

“I misspoke—that wasn’t the context. What Kieran told me is that I shouldn’t be appalled at the idea of begging my lover for what I want, because saying ‘please’ to your partner makes them know how much you want them, and the response can be quite fulfilling. We had the conversation after I got angry with you on Restid, for making innuendo about our sex life. You joked that my begging you was a familiar pattern, and Kieran told me I should try it, sometime,” she remembered.

Seven smiled. “Perhaps you should, then.” She grinned mischeivously, reaching for her wife, pulling her in close for a kiss. They kissed tenderly, the heat rising between them insistently, increasing in its urgency as they explored each other’s lips, throats, faces. Kathryn held Seven’s head in her hand, neck exposed, letting the Borg incite her with soft kisses, firm nips, gentle flicks of a tender tongue. Seven breathed in her ear, making Kathryn shudder. “Tell me, Kathryn,” she said softly.

Kathryn closed her eyes, calling on her courage, willing herself to lose control. “I—want you,” she whispered. “Seven,” she groaned as fingers slid beneath her sweater, warm palms skating over distended nipples while calculating lips teased at the hollow of her throat, “please,” she arched into the sensation.

Seven lifted her clothing, suckling her nipples each in turn, driving her to need. “Please what, my Kathryn?” she asked.

Kathryn gasped at the shock of teeth closing on taut flesh. “Oh, God,” she groaned. Then a slow, deep laugh rumbled in her chest. “Please, Seven,” she laughed, “get me off of this god-awful floor.”

Seven sat up, laughing. “That is not what I meant, Kathryn Janeway,” she giggled, pulling her wife upright. “Come on.” She eased them both from the floor, leading Kathryn to bed. “When I said maybe we emulate Kieran and Naomi, I did not mean Kieran’s wise-ass sense of humor,” she scolded, but continued to laugh. 

Kathryn smoothed her hands over Seven’s chest. “I love to make you laugh, my darling,” she said quietly, kissing her wife sweetly. “The sound of it fills my heart like nothing else ever could.” She unbuttoned Seven’s corduroy shirt, revealing the next layer of clothing, which was a sweatshirt stolen from Kieran. “I remember, when you first were liberated from the collective, you thought humor was irrelevant. You never laughed, and you rarely smiled. I think that’s how I knew I loved you, at first—because when you finally allowed yourself to appreciate humor, it moved me so much to hear you laugh or see that incredible smile, I couldn’t deny how I felt.”

“Why laughter?” Seven wondered, helping Kathryn undress her.

“Because it is uniquely human, and it made you seem so much less—Borg, and more a woman. You are such a beautiful woman, Annika,” Kathryn assured her. “You want my vulnerability, you shall have it. You want communication, I promise to give that, too. You want me to beg you to make love to me,” she said softly, tugging her clothing free, baring her body completely to her wife, “then I will beg you. Please, Seven, take me,” she breathed in her ear. “Make love to me,” she urged. 

Seven eased her down on the bed, ravishing her breasts then, robbing Kathryn of her ability to control anything, so fierce was the passion. Kathryn writhed beneath her, awash in the agonizing abruptness of the lovemaking, the immediacy of it. Seven’s hands were everywhere at once, caressing, penetrating, fondling, cradling, overwhelming Kathryn’s senses with the sheer determination of the seduction. Seven devoured her with a directness she had never employed, a confidence that she had never felt before. It was an attitude she had learned from being with Lenara Kahn, who was uninhibited in a way that bolstered Seven’s self-assurance. Kathryn responded in even fuller measure to the boldness than Lenara had, crying out, moaning Seven’s name, coming harder than Seven could ever remember. 

Kathryn recovered in her arms, startled that such a small thing, as Kieran had promised, could make their lovemaking so much more intense. She resolved to have a long, long talk with her daughter-in-law, as soon as possible. Obviously, there were things she needed to learn, and the sooner, the better. 

__________________

Kit McCallister dug her toes into the soft, white sand, squinting into the sunshine glaring off the calm ocean water of the Gulf of Mexico. She saw nothing for miles but blue-gray waves, sparkling and shimmering like millions of stars against a steely backdrop. She breathed cool salt air, stretched her arms out expansively, and exhaled, letting the scorching Florida sun warm her.

Kieran Wildman watched from a short distance away. Tigertail Beach was relatively empty for Christmas break, and she was grateful for the quiet. Only the roaring surf and the occasional seagull crying out overhead invaded their privacy. She walked the few feet separating she and Kit, spread her blanket on the sand, and slipped on her sunglasses. She eased herself down to the blanket, pulling Kit down too. “What do you think?” she asked, staring out over the water herself and thinking in all the universe, only two phenomena were as impressive as the oceans and space.

“It’s endless,” Kit gasped appreciatively. “I can feel the vastness of it in here,” she touched her chest, “and my own insignificance. It’s beautiful,” she breathed.

Kieran smiled, knowing exactly how Kit felt.  “You wait. Marco Island at low tide is one of the best places to find sea shells in the world. This sand bar, once the tide recedes, will be almost a mile long. The south edge will be encrusted with sand dollars, starfish, conch and coquina shells—we’ll go out and I’ll show you.”

Kit forced herself to look away from the stunning vista, looking over at Kieran. Kieran’s deep brown eyes were hidden behind dark sunglasses, her face placid.  Kit loved this woman, needed her calm influence and grounding presence. “KT?”

“Yeah?” Kieran flipped up her sunglasses, studying her adoptive daughter with a brilliant smile playing on her angular face.

“Why are you doing this?” she asked softly. “Why do you care so much?” her voice quavered. “You could be with Naomi. You could be diving. But you’re taking time to show me places and things I’ve never even dreamed existed,” she said contemplatively, giving Kieran an enigmatic frown, so distrustful and wary, yet so vulnerable. “What’s in it for you?” she asked, almost inaudibly, immediately afraid of the answer.

Kieran tried to hide the lancing pain that came with the tentative question. She forced a smile. It would take time, and great patience, and constant reassurance. “What’s in it for me? The sheer satisfaction of knowing you’re learning, and you’re stimulated, and you’re experiencing new things. The reward is in the way your eyes light up with every discovery, it’s in the sound of awe in your voice, and in the smile you always have on your face when something interests or pleases you. It’s vicarious joy, because I get to see all of these places and things through your eyes, and it all becomes new to me again.”

“That’s all?” Kit asked, disbelieving.

Kieran slipped an arm around her shoulders. “That’s everything,” she replied, giving Kit a gentle squeeze. She stretched out her right leg and dug into the pocket of her cargo shorts, pulling out a mesh bag. “We can put the shells in here, and Mom will show you how to clean and preserve them,” she said cheerfully. “Mom loves shells, and she’ll tell you about every species you bring in, and how they effect the local ecosystem, and all about their anatomy and defenses and medicinal properties,” Kieran informed Kit. “She’s very into it. If you ask questions, be prepared for whole lectures in reply.”

Kit nodded. “I love your Mom. She’s so smart and articulate and educated,” she said thoughtfully, thinking of her own parents and their lack of education. Terraforming was as blue collar as life could get in the 24th century. “She sure is proud of you,” Kit added.

Kieran eyed her speculatively. “She is? She’s never told me that,” she replied, trying to repress the sense of bitterness the admission engengered.  She couldn’t entirely suppress a  frown.

Kit gazed across the water, loving the sound of it hitting the sand. “She showed me everything in your old room—your awards, trophies, pictures, even the term papers you wrote in high school—all with big A pluses on them, I might add. Your Mom bragged and bragged about you. You’re so lucky, KT. My Mom doesn’t even know I’m alive,” she said wistfully.

“I never really thought my mom knew I was alive, either, Kit. All I ever hear is all the ways I disappoint her,” she admitted. “But moms are like that, sometimes, I guess. Does it help you to know that I’m proud of you?” she asked hopefully.

Kit leaned against her. “Of course it does. Your opinion means a whole lot more to me than anybody else’s does,” she said sincerely.

Kieran squeezed her shoulder. “Good, because I think you’re the best.”

Kit bit her lip, thinking about her past. “You don’t think I’m an abomination? For having done all those things with Uncle Kenny?”

Kieran’s heart lurched in her chest. She moved on the blanket, facing Kit. “Do I look like I think of you that way?” she asked sternly. “Kit, listen to me. The kind of abuse you’ve been through is just—beyond my comprehension. I can’t fathom how awful it must have been, or how fearful you must have been. You survived it with your sanity and your dignity intact, and you made something really incredible of yourself in spite of all that. You’re my hero, kiddo. I’ve never known anyone so strong and so resilient in my whole life,” she praised her, wrapping the smaller woman in a firm hug.

Kit closed her eyes, absorbing Kieran’s words, trying to feel the love behind the praise. “I’m your hero?” she murmured. “Do you really mean that?”

Kieran looked into pale golden eyes, her own soft, brown eyes intent with purpose. “I mean it. I admire you so much. I try to put myself in your shoes, and I just can’t even imagine being as together and successful as you are. I am constantly amazed at you, and so grateful for your ability to endure it with such poise.”

Kit smiled. “Wow, my hero thinks I’m a hero. That’s pretty potent.” She glanced shyly at Kieran. She let the compliment sink in, thinking about her situation. “Sometimes,” she said reflectively, “for just a second—all of this settles on me—like a blanket, you know? Like this big, warm, safe blanket. And for just a moment—just a fraction of a second—I feel really whole, and really loved. Even protected,” she said happily.

Kieran hugged her close. “Eventually, the feeling will last a lot longer. It won’t be so fleeting.”

“That’s what I want, KT. To feel that way all the time. To let that blanket just surround me and swallow me and make all the ugly stuff in my head finally be quiet,” she said vehemently.

“Baby,” Kieran whispered, kissing her hair, holding her protectively. “I promise, all that ugly stuff is going to go away. I’m going to chase it away, and I’m going to keep loving you until you feel that blanket all the time. The blanket is me, it’s Naomi, it’s Orson. Let us be that for you, sweetie, and let it heal you. God, Kit,” she started to lose her composure, her voice cracking. “I love you so much. I would give anything to take away the scars and the pain and the memories.” Kieran clung to the young girl, fighting her own tears, and ultimately losing.

“KT,” Kit whispered, “please don’t cry. I can’t stand it.” She bumped her head against Kieran’s shoulder. “Please,” she begged.

Kieran sniffed, wiping impatiently at her eyes. “I can’t help it. I can’t stand the thought of anyone treating you like that. I wish I had known sooner. I wish you had told me when we met—God, I could have stopped that monster.”

Kit shook her head, looking up. She brushed Kieran’s tears from her cheeks with a careful thumb. “You couldn’t have stopped him. KT, I’m trained to kill people to protect myself in three martial arts, and I couldn’t stop him. That’s the most frustrating thing, is knowing I could have physically protected myself, but I didn’t. Why would I just let him keep doing those things to me? Why didn’t I kick his ass?” she demanded. “I would hear him coming down the hallway, and my heart would be pounding in my chest, and I’d think, ‘this time, it’ll be different. I’ll jump up and fight him off. I can do it.’ But my courage would desert me the second the bedroom door opened. I can’t figure that out, KT. I took all those lessons, I won titles against men a lot bigger than him, and yet I just laid there and let him crawl all over me.”

Kieran understood perfectly. “Kit, I want you to have Robin talk to you about that. She’ll tell you the same thing I’m going to. It’s a well known psychological concept. It’s called learned helplessness. Once you learn that you have no solution to a problem, you stop trying to solve it, and your mind finds a way to endure the abuse. After those patterns became so ingrained, the victim mindset kept you from acting. It’s an adaptive behavior, to be able to survive by submitting to it. A lot of survivors of abuse say the same thing—they just emotionally and physically switch themselves off, and allow the abuse to happen, because it’s a learned coping behavior. That doesn’t make you responsible for what he did, and it doesn’t make you weak or wrong and it certainly doesn’t mean you gave him permission to do those things to you,” she asserted.

“I didn’t?” Kit asked, needing to be convinced.

“Of course not. He had been abusing you for years, well before you could ever have fought back. It’s a form of mind control, really. You were the victim, not the one responsible. And you are strong, and you survived, and no one can ever, ever take that from you. And you will never, ever let anyone hurt you like that again,” Kieran assured her.

“But KT,” she argued, still beating herself up, “sometimes I—I— ” she faltered.

Kieran nodded patiently, encouraging her to get it all out in the open. “Sometimes you what, Kit?” she said gently.

She hid her face in Kieran’s shoulder. “God, forgive me,” she started to cry, “sometimes I liked it. I responded to it,” she said shamefully. 

“Oh, God.” Kieran held her, rocking with her. “Kit, please, please believe me. That’s not unusual. It’s not wrong. Even though you didn’t want those things to happen to you, sweetie, your body can still respond to stimulation, and it’s another coping mechanism. A lot of survivors say that they had orgasms with their abusers. It happens, honey. That still doesn’t make you a willing participant,” she said adamantly.

Kit clutched at her shirt, sobbing. “Are you sure? You’re not just making that up to make excuses for me?” she wailed, needing to believe.

“Hey,” Kieran soothed, rocking her, trying to absorb her agony. “I’m sure, Kit. I would never make up something that wasn’t true. I’m a counselor, and I’m telling you, I know these things for a fact. That’s one reason it can be really difficult to help someone deal with sexual abuse or assault. It can raise such confusing and conflicting emotions, and everything seems like a contradiction. You hate what’s happening to you, but your body responds, and then you hate yourself for that. But honey, I’m telling you, it’s not abnormal, what you experienced. And it doesn’t mean you’re bad, or that you somehow wanted those things to happen. Okay?” she leaned her forehead against Kit’s.

Kit searched her eyes, and nodded slowly. She calmed momentarily, getting her emotions under control again. “KT? Am I ever going to be able to be intimate with somebody, and not have it seem totally repulsive? I see you and Naomi together, and I know you two are so happy, and I assume sex must work for you both, and be important. I want to be loved. I want to have that with someone. But I don’t think I can deal with being sexual. I just panic, every time I think about it.”

“You need to take your time, Kit. Don’t jump into something, and don’t push yourself. All in your own time, sweetie. Robin and I will work with you, and help you get through this, I promise. And when you’re ready to be intimate with a partner, then it won’t make you panic anymore. Trust me on this, Kit. It may take some time, and it won’t necessarily be easy, but you will be able to be intimate with a partner, eventually. And it will be wonderful, and important to you.”

Kit relaxed against her, worn out. “I’m sorry I just keep bringing it up. I know it hurts you, and I try not to talk about it, but the more I try to shut up about it, the more it just comes out.”

Kieran stroked her thick hair, wanting to comfort her. “I know, baby, believe me. You never, ever have to edit yourself with me. I want to hear whatever you feel the need to tell me. And yes, it will hurt sometimes to hear things that I wish I could change, but don’t hold back because of that. If I’m going to help you, you need to be able to dump it in my lap whenever you feel the need. Like I said before, I have really broad shoulders, and I’ll gladly carry that weight, if it means you feel better and you start to heal.”

Kit pushed her back, taking them both down on the blanket, and curled into her arms. “Please, just hang on to me for awhile, KT,” she requested. “I feel like I could just fragment into a million pieces, when I talk about this stuff, and I need you to keep me from shattering,” she said hollowly.

“I’m here, Kit, always. You’re okay, now,” Kieran assured her. “No one is ever going to treat you like that again,” she murmured.

___________________

Kieran’s father met the two women at the door, smiling and waving. “How was Tigertail?” he asked brightly, knowing no one could resist the intrigue of the beach.

Kit’s eyes were shining, her cheeks rosy from the wind. “Oh my gosh, it was incredible,” she piped right up. “Look at all these sea shells!” She held up the nearly-bursting mesh sack. “I’ve never seen anything like them.” She took his arm and dragged him inside, ready to reveal her treasures. Orson met her at the door, yapping in his excited little puppy voice. “Hey big guy.” She reached down to scoop him up. “Didja miss me?” She hugged his furry body close to her chest, letting him sniff and lick her face. Kit and Gerry disappeared into the house.

Kieran’s mother came through the yard, fresh from running her water samples in the small lab that adjoined their house. “She’s such a great kid, Kieran,” her mother said approvingly. “I’m proud of you for taking her in. You’ve turned out to be a better person than I could ever be. I don’t know if I could open my heart and my home to a total stranger like that,” she voiced her admiration.

Kieran was stunned. “Thanks, Mom.” She smiled warmly. “It means a lot to hear you say that. But you’re right, Kit is an awesome kid. I know I can make a difference in her life,” she reassured herself after a very hard afternoon.

“Honey, you already have. Just in the two days you’ve been here, she’s changed.”

Kieran nodded. “I think so, too.” She put her arm around her mother. “Come on, you have to show her how to clean those damned things, or the whole house will stink like spoiled fish,” she laughed.

“Nothing a little bleach and vinegar won’t cure,” she declared. “Let’s get started. That bag looked like she brought the whole damned beach back,” she laughed.

_________________ 

Gerry Thompson handed Kieran a large envelope. “Courier brought this while you were gone. Looks important,” he noted.

Kieran grinned ecstatically. “Thanks, Dad. It is important,” she affirmed.  She tore into the package, taking out the contents. “Damn,” she laughed happily, “I’m gonna kiss Nancy twice,” she crowed, reading over the terms of her new basketball contract. “She got me almost twice what I wanted,” she hugged the papers to her chest.

“Good news?” Gerry leaned over the table, trying to see what Kieran was so overjoyed about.

“The best, Dad,” Kieran agreed. “I just bought permanent peace of mind for Katie, for Kit, and for any kids Naomi and I have in the future,” she said confidently. “Peace of mind on paper,” she added. “You want to see?”

He nodded, taking the paperwork. “Why paper? Why not a PADD?”

“I’ll get electronic copies, too. Hey, Dad, I have to sign this contract and courier it back. Can you contact the delivery company?”

“Sure thing, Starfish. I’ll read it after I get them on the horn.”

When he came back, Kieran was rereading the documentation. He took it from her, whistling in astonishment. “Holy cow, Starfish, do they really pay this kind of money? This is for real?”

Kieran nodded. “Obscene, isn’t it?” she admitted, grinning.

“Will you adopt your mother and me?” he asked half seriously.

Kieran sobered. “Are you guys okay? You know if you’re not I’ll help you out,” she offered instantly.

He laughed. “Honey, we would never take your money. We’re fine. The preserve can always use more donations, of course, but that’s my job—to bring in the funding.”

“What kind of funding do you need, Daddy? And is it for basic operating expenses, or luxuries, or what?”

Gerry smiled. “Luxuries? That’s a laugh. We barely make our operating budget, most months. Some months we don’t even break even. We get some government funding, and a lot of private donations, but we still hit a shortfall at least three months out of every calendar year. We’ve got our house third-mortgaged to keep us afloat.”

Kieran’s eyes widened. “Oh, Daddy, you should have told me. I could help. Really, I can. Look at this contract.” She shoved it under his nose. “And if I call Nancy today and tell her I need to do a commercial, the deal will be here by Monday. Tell me how much you need to get out of hock, Dad. And to get yourself breaking even,” she insisted.

He sighed. “Starfish, it’s a bad idea. You’d be throwing your money away.” He shook his head. “And it’s a lot. So thanks, but no thanks,” he muttered.

“Tell me, Dad. I want to do this,” she insisted, jabbing her finger into the table. 

He hesitated. He grabbed a PADD and did some calculations, then shoved them across the table. “That’s what we owe on the house, alone,” he explained. “And that’s our annual shortfall, approximately.”

Kieran looked over the figures. “I can do two commercials,” she decided. “Let me contact Nancy.”

_______________

Kit was busy painting sand dollars with reinforcing plaster, so the fragile shells wouldn’t disintergrate inside her suitcase. The starfish were dried and preserved, and Violet was packing them into protective bubble wrap inside a shoe box. Kit was particularly pleased at the six coquina shells she had found, still joined, that opened like angel’s wings. Those went into cushioning cotton, ready for the trip home.

Kieran had read through her contract, signed and sent it back, and conferenced with Nancy about doing the commercial work. Nancy had simply grinned and advised the tall Commander that she had no fewer than eight deals sitting on her desk. “Now that the rumor is out about your signing a three year deal, everyone wants your endorsement. Most notably, the company that did your annuities for you,” Nancy laughed. “I’ve already got the script, and it’s good,” she enthused. “KT, you are going to be so loaded.” She smacked her hand on her desk with glee.

“Send the script to my comm account,” she requested. “I want to get started on filming these spots as soon as possible,” she urged. “And you know Admiral Brand has to approve them, too, and anything else that carries my image, since I’m linked to Starfleet.”

“They shouldn’t reserve the right to review anything, considering all the mileage they’re getting out of your celebrity. Isn’t that the only reason they let you play pro ball, at all?” Nancy shook her head. “I’ll send all eight proposals. Let me know which you like.”

“Nance? Thanks. I was really impressed with the deal. I can’t wait to tell Kit.”

Now, Kieran stood watching her young friend, who had such a look of childlike wonder on her face as she dabbed the chemical hardening agent on her seashells. “Kit?” she asked softly. “Can I talk to you a minute?”

Kit looked up at Kieran, instantly thinking the worst. She’s going to send me away. She lied. I have to go back with Mom and Dad. “Sure, KT,” she set down her paintbrush.

“Let’s go down to the preserve and pay Bessie a visit,” she offered, leading Kit down the steps outside.

“Am I in trouble, KT?” Kit asked fearfully.

Kieran laughed. “Should you be?” she asked, tousling Kit’s hair.

“I haven’t done anything that I know of.” She shrugged, jamming her hands in the pockets of her sailcloth shorts.

“Then you’re not in trouble,” Kieran assured her. “There are some pretty important things I need to explain to you, though,” she asserted, walking past the seawall and onto the dock. “Naomi has decided that she wants to go to graduate school at the Academy. She applied and was accepted to the Counselor Training Program. That means that when she finishes next year, she has to attend two more years of classes before she gets her commission,” she explained, easing down on the edge of the pier. “Bessie!” she called out to the manatee, shading her eyes against the afternoon glare.

Kit stood over her, looking down. “You can’t wait that long for your next post. You’re leaving this summer, aren’t you? Kathryn talked you into taking the first officer’s spot on her ship,” she said miserably, her eyes darkening with hurt. “You won’t be here to coach me next year,” she said it like an accusation, preparing to flee.

Kieran’s head snapped up. “No, that’s not it at all. Will you give me a chance to tell you what’s going on?” she demanded impatiently. “Sit down,” she ordered, snatching Kit’s hand and pulling her down on the wooden platform. 

She held tightly to the frightened girl’s hand. “You’re right, it will probably hurt my career in some respects to wait that long to be a first officer. But I thought about what’s really, really important to me, and what I need to do for everyone concerned. I want to be with Naomi, and I want to be with you,” she said emphatically. “I’ve signed on to coach for another three years, and I’ll be here to help you get through the Academy. But here’s the best part. If you take early graduation from high school, Admiral Brand has already approved you to attend Academy prep classes.  That means you can test out of up to two years of school, just like Naomi did, if you want to. But what would make me really happy is if you tested out of your first year, and completed the next three. Then you, Naomi and I can all leave Earth on the same ship, and stay together a lot longer.”

“You mean it?” Kit was incredulous. “I can stay with you guys? You’re not leaving?”

“It’s up to you, kiddo. I would understand if you want to stay at Palatine and finish out your senior year, finish with your respective classmates. I know it’s asking a lot to have you quit your basketball team midseason. So I’m giving you the option, just like before. But if you do the Academy prep, then I won’t have to say goodbye to you in three years—I’ll be able to take you with me.”

Kit’s face glowed with joy. “It’s a no brainer. I’m not risking being separated from my family,” she said the word ‘family’ with a distinct air of pride, squeezing Kieran’s hand. “I’m sorry I jumped to the wrong conclusion, KT.”

Kieran took off her flip flops, dangling her feet in the salty water. “Bessie must be mad because I didn’t come yesterday,” she guessed. “You know, Kit, I’ve been thinking a lot about your situation—about how to best provide for your future, and part of that is what I just explained. I want to give you a solid, stable family environment, one that makes you feel loved and secure. I want to give you that blanket you talked about. When you talk about your life with your uncle and your aunt, the one thing that always stands out in my mind is how money impacted your life. The things they kept from you, the ways they used it to manipulate you. And it occurred to me. Money is power. It’s the power to make choices and it’s the means to self-determination. I want you to be able to know in your heart that no one will ever be able to force you to do anything you don’t want to do because you need or want money. And I want you to understand that I’m making a huge commitment to your life, and that I will be there for the duration. But to give you an added sense of security, I wanted to take care of your finances.” She reached into her back pocket and took out the structure plans. “Take a look at these,” she offered.

Kit glanced over the figures and tables, not comprehending what she was looking at. She gave Kieran a bewildered look.

“These are plans for your future, Kit,” Kieran explained. “You can pick whichever structure you think will work best for you, to make you feel financially secure. I’ve already put the funds in trust for you. You just need to decide how you want the money to come to you—how often, and in what amounts,” she elaborated. “Take this plan--” she outlined it with her finger. “This amount invested yields these payouts at these ages,” she detailed the plan.

Kit gave her a complete look of noncomprehension. “What are you talking about?” she asked, confused.

Kieran smiled. “Okay, let me make this simple. I signed a three year deal with the Indiana Fever. I renegotiated my contract. I told them that my contract had to include enough money for you, for Katie, and for Naomi’s and my future kids, that you’d all be financially secure for life, no matter what might happen to me. I called my agent, and I said do this deal, and make it so my kids are taken care of. And she did that for me. This certificate is your security, Kit. It’s my way of proving to you that some people do, as promised, follow through.”

Kit’s hands started to shake. “This is for real? These numbers are actual money? That you’re giving me?”

Kieran nodded. “I don’t want you to ever worry that there won’t be tournament fees, or new basketball shoes, or money for a letter jacket or Kung Fu lessons. There will always be health care. There will always be funds for any kind of school you might want to attend. When you’re ready to get married, you’ll have money for a house. You’ll never have to struggle. And you’ll never have to go without anything. No one can ever exploit you or blackmail you again. This is yours, Kit, and you can do whatever you want with it.”

Kit was reeling emotionally. “KT, this can’t be real. My God—you’re serious,” she realized. “I could buy Starfleet Academy, with this,” she breathed.

“Well, not quite,” Kieran laughed. “But almost.”

Kit’s jaw hung to her chest. “Each of these charts—they’re options for the distributing the funds?”

“That’s right,” Kieran assured her.

Kit looked closer. Sure enough, the documents had her name, her date of birth, and her social security number on them. They were notarized. They were legal.

“KT,” she was beyond herself, “why would you do this?” She shook her head, shuffling through the disbursement plans.

“It’s important to me to provide for my family,” Kieran explained. “I wanted to show you that I am in this relationship for the long haul. Not just ‘til you turn eighteen, not just ‘til you start the Academy, but permanently.”

“You set this plan up for me—the same plan you set up for Katie?” Kit was awed by the mere suggestion.

“Not technically, no. Katie’s plans don’t start to pay until she reaches age 16, unless B’Elanna and I both die. So her annuity has a lot longer to earn interest than yours. Because of that, her guaranteed payout ends up being a lot more than yours. I didn’t plan it to be uneven, like that, but it’s a factor of the maturity of the annuity and your relative age to Katie’s. Yours has to start paying immediately, because I don’t want you to ever think you won’t be taken care of. But the initial capital investment in the annuities is the same amount, so in that respect, it’s equal.”

Kit was flabbergasted. “Does Naomi know you did this?”

Kieran laughed. “Absolutely. She thought it was a great idea,” she confirmed, nodding eagerly.

Kit still couldn’t get her arms around the concept. “You signed away three years of your life for me?”

“For you and Katie,” Kieran agreed.

“You’re really going to stay? Even though B’Elanna and Noah are probably leaving with Kathryn, and taking Katie?”

“Naomi’s career is every bit as important as mine, and you’re every bit as important to me as Katie,” she contended. “I want to see you through the Academy, and into your first posting. I hope that doesn’t sound suffocating,” she sounded apologetic.

Kit just sat there, staring. “I can’t get over this. You wanted to make sure I couldn’t feel insecure, so you did this?” She held up the structure papers.

“I just figured if I could take care of the very basic stuff, you wouldn’t have to waste time worrying about those things. You’re covered, Kit. That’s all. Now you can concentrate on the really important things—getting emotionally well, again. Going to school. Learning to be my star basketball player. Dating, if you want. Having fun. The stuff kids are supposed to be concerned with. No one can take this away from you. It’s already done. If I die, or you decide in a year you can’t stand the sight of me, this money is still yours. I want to take care of you, and now, I can.”

Kit stared at the plans until the numbers swam before her eyes. “I don’t know what to say.” She couldn’t stop her hands from shaking. “Nobody ever did anything this huge for me. But KT, I swear, it’d be more than enough just to get posted with you and Naomi. I love you guys, and I want to be part of this family for good. I don’t need your money to feel loved, or to feel secure.” She thought about it a lot longer. “I feel really strange about this, Kieran.” She worried at her bottom lip. “Like the other shoe still has to drop,” she said grimly.

“There is no other shoe, Kit. I promise. You’re going to have to trust me on this.” She smiled, taking the papers. “This plan seems pretty good to me. It pays you proportionately more money while you’re in college, so you have plenty for everything you might need, and then less once you’re working age. But then it kicks in a really nice lump sum when you get to be of an age where you might want to settle down, buy a house, that sort of thing.”

Kit shook her head. “God, this is more money than I can even think about, KT,” she murmured. “It would’ve been cheaper to just adopt me,” she laughed, leaning into her surrogate mother. 

“I can do that, too, if you want,” she offered. “Whatever it takes to make you understand, you’re stuck with me. I love you and I’m not going anywhere.” Kieran put an arm around her, holding tight to her.

Kit looked meaningfully at her. “You really would adopt me?”

Kieran kissed her hair fondly. “I’d be proud to have you as my daughter, though when you think about it, you’d really be more like my sister. I’m not old enough to be your mother,” she pointed out reasonably, “despite whatever insults you might be anticipating about my being old.”

Kit laughed at her. “KT, you are not old. I’d never suggest it,” she grinned. Then soberly, she added, “I’d like to be named Wildman.”

“You think? Even though you hold national honors under the name McCallister?” Kieran was surprised.

“Why did you give up the name ‘Thompson’?” Kit pointed out.

Kieran nodded. “Actually, I did it to make Naomi happy. Because I love her more than anything in the known worlds, and I wasn’t so attached to my name that I wanted it more than I wanted her complete happiness. The smile she gave me when I told her I was taking her name was like a thousand suns, it was so beautiful,” she teared slightly, remembering. “She’s so beautiful,” Kieran added. “Everything about her, every way. I just love her more deeply every day I draw breath. I wish that for you, sweetie, to have a love as strong and as supportive as ours. It’s the most wonderful thing in the world.”

Kit wrapped her arms around Kieran, hugging her. “I think I have a love that strong from you, though it’s a different kind of love. I do want you to adopt me, and if it’s okay with Naomi, I want my last name to be Wildman. I want to forget I was ever related to Kenneth McCallister,” she said his name as if it were an expletive. 

“Naomi will be flattered, I’m sure. Though she may balk at having a daughter who is actually older than she is,” Kieran’s eyes crinkled with humor. “But I’ll take care of it. The way it will work, is once you turn 18, I’ll file the adoption papers and you can sign off on them. Technically, at 18 you’re an adult, but you can still be my dependent until you’re 23, so the courts will let you adopt yourself to me.”

“That’s what I want for my birthday, then,” Kit decided. “You don’t have to get me anything else.”

Kieran laughed. “Sweetie, I think we can come up with something better than a simple set of adoption papers. Eighteen is a big deal.”

Kit kissed her cheek. “Being your kid is a big deal. I can’t think of anything better,” she assured the lanky woman.

__________________

Seven of Nine clapped her gloved hands together, shaking loose the particles of snow. “Geejay,” she called out, “come on.” She held her hands out to her daughter, who dashed from Kathryn’s arms to her Borg mother’s, giggling. Geejay ploughed into Seven, knocking her over in a snow drift, cheeks rosy with delight and laughing. “Borg-Mom!” she pounded on her, rubbing snow in Seven’s face. “Can we make a snowman now?” she asked, Eskimo kissing Seven’s nose.

Kathryn sat down in her snowsuit, laughing at the two of them. “I’ll start the base,” she offered, hauling herself off the ground. She knelt beside her daughter and her wife, grinning. “You start with a really big snowball,” she instructed, showing Geejay how to mould the template. “And then you roll it and let it gather more and more snow, like this,” she demonstrated.

Geejay’s eyes got big. “Let me try, Mommy,” she flipped the ball of snow, letting it thicken as it moved along the surface of the yard. 

Kathryn sat down beside Seven, watching Geejay. “Keep going, honey. It has to be a lot bigger than that,” she recommended. 

Seven regarded her wife with a fond expression. “I’m not certain which of you is more like a child.” She took Kathryn’s hand, smiling. 

Kathryn laughed. “Oh, I’d say we’re equals. Having her has been like rediscovering my own childhood. And it’s made me remember things about it that are very warm and positive. Daddy and Mom were just so good with us,” she realized. “They really let us become the individuals we needed to be, without imposing their wishes. And Phoebe and I couldn’t be more different, as people,” she laughed, thinking of her artistic sister.

Seven squeezed Kathryn’s hand. “Phoebe’s marriage to Harry will make her more like you, in certain regards,” she noted. “At least she will know what it’s like to live on a starship. It will give her a greater appreciation of what we went through in the Delta Quadrant,” she pointed out.

“I hope so. I’d like to be closer to her,” Kathryn wished, fluffing the powdery snow with her mitten. “I was too isolated, on Voyager. I could have had much closer connections to my crew, to my family, than I allowed. I’m only starting to realize how much I deprived the people around me, not to mention myself. But especially you and Naomi.”

Seven nodded. “I have become much closer to her since we left the Delta Quadrant. I find myself wishing I had made more time when we were there. If you think about it, Naomi was raised by committee, between us and Kieran and B'Elanna. As difficult as it is to think about leaving her and Kieran, I don’t want Geejay raised that way. I want her to have both of us, and I want that to be her foundation. Not that I think there was anything wrong with Naomi being close to Kieran and B'Elanna, but I want us to be more available to Geejay than we were for Naomi. And that is a large factor in my decision to join your ship.”

“Are you joining my ship?” Kathryn asked hopefully.

“I am not ready to commit myself. But I am leaning in that direction. If you’re able to convince B'Elanna and Noah, that will help. I am torn, because Geejay loves Kieran and Naomi, and she gets so much affection and support from them. From Kieran, especially. When Geejay is with us, Kieran is really a co-parent for me.” Seven’s glacier-blue eyes glowed with adoration for her roommate.

“Just like she was with Naomi,” Kathryn nodded, her eyes darkening. “It’s a difficult thing, knowing I’ve allowed someone else to be more prominent an influence on my children than I have been.”

“It doesn’t have to be that way with Geejay, Kathryn. You’ve already been so much more present in her life than you ever were in Naomi’s,” Seven supplied, smiling at her daughter, who was wrestling with the ever-increasing size of the snowman’s bottom and the clunkiness of her boots, dragging through the snow.

“Then say you’ll come with me. Let me be a continuing influence on her, Seven. We need to be a family, again. Can’t you feel that? Hasn’t this holiday together proven that to you?” 

Seven gazed into steel blue eyes, pleading with her to agree. Kathryn’s auburn hair glistened with droplets of melted snowflakes, and she looked so earnest that Seven’s heart melted like the snow. “It has been wonderful being together again. I love your mother, and Phoebe, and I love having Geejay with both of us. But Kathryn, we’re still relating to each other through our children. I need to establish myself with you again, just us. Would it be possible to do that?”

“Mommy!” Geejay stood over the snowball that was almost as tall as she was. “I can’t move it.”

“I’ll be right there, sweetie,” Kathryn answered. “I’m sure Mom would keep Geejay for us, if you want to go away together someplace. Would you like me to ask her?”

“I would,” Seven agreed. “We need to be alone together, and not in Kieran’s house or your mother’s.”

__________________

Harry Kim and Phoebe Janeway were married two days after Christmas, just in time to join Wil Riker’s crew before it shipped out on a brief mission.  Seven of Nine had no difficulty convincing Gretchen Janeway to take Geejay for the remaining week of winter break, so that Kathryn and Seven could spend time alone together in search of their balance in the marriage. Naomi, Kit, and Kieran headed back to San Francisco so that Kieran’s basketball team could resume practice for the latter part of the season.

Seven and Kathryn chose a bed and breakfast in North Carolina for their retreat.  Because it was winter, there were hardly any tourists out and about Oak Island.  The weather wasn’t warm enough to swim, but a light jacket and long pants sufficed for keeping the couple warm on their frequent walks along the ocean shoreline. They visited historic sites and an aquarium in Wilmington, ate too much fried seafood, and talked until all hours of the night about everything and nothing.  Notwithstanding that Kathryn was on her best behavior, Seven really could sense a difference in her wife, in the effort she put forth and the sincerity of her attempts to be more vulnerable. It was exactly the reassurance Seven needed to begin to see them back together on a daily basis, raising Geejay. 

Kieran and Naomi settled in at the house with Kit, helping her get her belongings unpacked in her new room, and in that simple task, helping her find her bearings in her new family. Robin Lefler saw Kit nearly every day, even if it was only a social call on the Wildman household, just to be certain Kit was adjusting.  The nightmares had begun, just as Robin knew they would, and poor Kit frequently woke up screaming from the images of her past that paraded through her sleep.  Robin helped the Wildmans deal with the stress of watching Kit suffer, as much as she helped Kit deal with the images that plagued her. Kit’s terror drove her repeatedly to Kieran’s protective arms, and the two women bonded so closely, they started to believe they were mother and child.

____________________

Kieran Wildman dressed in her sweats in the hours before sunrise, pulling on the thick pants over her workout unitard, tugging the neckband of the heavy gray fabric over her head. She checked her shoes one last time, packed her uniform and boots into her duffel bag, and crept up the attic stairway into Kit’s room. 

The young woman slept deeply, dreamlessly, curled around her puppy, whose paws twitched with rabbit-chasing dreams. Kieran leaned over the tousled head, kissing Kit’s forehead. “Hey, sweetheart,” she whispered kindly, “time to get up if you’re going to work out with me.” She brushed Kit’s bangs back from her forehead, sweeping away the cobwebs of sleep. She smiled inwardly at Kit’s hair. In a fit of trying to emulate Kieran, Kit had gone to the campus barber and had her hair bleached and cut short and spiky, just like Kieran’s. Kit had been terribly disappointed that it didn’t make her look one bit like Kieran. 

“Hey, KT,” Kit blinked sleepily. “Is it already time?” she yawned.

“’Fraid so, darlin’,” she delivered the bad news. “I’ll make breakfast while you get dressed. Don’t forget to let Orson out.” She touched the young woman’s face softly. “You sure you want to do this?” she grinned.

“You ask me that every morning.” Kit rolled her eyes. “And I get my sorry ass up every morning, so why keep asking?”

Kieran shrugged. “I don’t want to push you too hard,” she supplied. “Meet me downstairs, kiddo.”

Seven was already in the kitchen, grilling pancakes and bacon for her roommates.

“Your Borgness, good morning.” Kieran kissed her cheek. “What in the name of Kahless are you doing up at this godforsaken hour?”

“You require a nourishing meal, considering that you are putting in fourteen hour days. I am not sending you off with an empty stomach,” she scolded. “I can always go back to bed,” she intoned coolly.

Kieran grinned. “You never do, though. When is Kathryn coming again?”

Seven smiled faintly. “Her mission should be over in another three weeks. I can’t wait to see her, and Harry and Phoebe, of course,” she added, thinking it was only proper.

“You know, Seven, if you want Kathryn to just move in here, why not say so?” Kieran needled her. “She’s always here when she’s not off on some diplomatic task. Why keep up the illusion that you’re not back together?” Kieran sipped her coffee, adding more sweetener.

“I rather like the illusion,” Seven pointed out. “It keeps her from becoming complacent,” she confessed with a wicked grin. “And I want to make sure I will not regret reconciling with her. However, if things continue as they have gone so far, I will be joining her on her new ship in August,” she admitted.

“That’s great, your Borgness,” Kieran approved. “I sure will miss you, though. And not just your pancakes.” She smiled up at the towering blonde, who was busy distributing the round confections. “I love living with you, you know.”

Seven kissed her forehead. “And I love living with you. It is the hardest thing to think about leaving you and Naomi and Kit. Geejay will be heartbroken, but thankfully, at least Katie will be with us. Noah and I had a terrible time convincing B’Elanna to take this posting,” she sighed. “I am sorry that you will be taken away from your daughter,” she said softly.

“Me, too,” Kieran’s voice thickened. “But Katie loves Geejay, and B’Elanna would wither away and die without Katie. Noah, too. I’m sick about it, but I always said I’d do the right thing for my kids, and this is best for Katie. She has two parents, this way, and soon enough, she’ll have a sibling. And she’ll have you and Kat. I’m counting on you to protect her for me, Seven. Promise me?” Kieran gazed earnestly up at the former drone.

“You know I would never let anything happen to your daughters,” Seven said for Kit’s benefit as the tall youngster came into the kitchen. “Good morning, Kit,” she hugged her briefly.

“Good morning, your Borgness.” Kit kissed Seven’s cheek. “Thank you for making breakfast. I’m starving.” She sniffed the air hungrily.

“Then sit down before it gets cold,” Seven admonished.

Kit never needed to be told twice. She dove into a tall stack of the hot cakes. 

Seven watched fondly, thinking how much the girl had changed since coming to live with them. Her eyes no longer darted around with suspicion, she never shrank from physical touch, and the perpetual frown lines in her forehead had all but disappeared. She rarely awoke screaming, as she had for the first month after leaving her abusive family. Robin Lefler’s three times weekly sessions with Kit seemed to be paying off, and Kit was getting perfect marks in her pre-Academy classes. Kieran was so pleased with Kit’s progress that she rewarded the pre-cadet by letting her work out with the basketball team every afternoon, provided her homework was current. 

Seven also noted the changes in Kieran. The responsibility of caring for a fragile soul had made the Commander blossom in ways that astounded Seven. There was always a gentleness about Kieran that appealed to Seven, but it was so much more pronounced now. It sprang from the days when Naomi was gravely ill, but also from Kieran’s newfound devotion to her soon-to-be adopted daughter. The two were inseparable, and Kieran seemed to thrive on the relationship even more than Kit. Seven observed that Kieran’s overall energy level had gone up dramatically, now that Kit was with them. Kieran had always been a communicative woman, overall, but with Kit, Kieran worked even harder at it, pushing for an open dialogue so that the teenager would feel safe talking about her abuse. Gone were the sullen fits of mood that Naomi’s absence had wrought on Kieran Wildman. She was too busy reaching out to her daughter to brood over Naomi, though she did still miss her. 

Kit and Kieran worked out in the officers’ weight room every morning, doing strength training to get Kieran ready to play pro ball in the summer, and then they ran a two mile path around the campus for endurance conditioning. Kieran was determined to be in peak physical shape when the season opened, so her Academy players couldn’t accuse her of slacking in any way. She also worked out with the team in the afternoons, as did Kit, and both women were starting to show the tell-tale signs of improved muscle bulk and tone, agility, and strength. 

Wednesday mornings, instead of the usual work out, Kieran and Kit trained with the Kung Fu instructor Kit had so coveted. Kieran was learning the discipline of self-control and self-defense, and she felt it had improved her coordination tremendously. Kit was teaching Kieran the philosophy and the method of meditation known as Kundalini yoga, which entailed breathing exercises and focused mental techniques. Kieran was beginning to understand how important the practice had been in helping Kit survive her circumstances, and she had a new appreciation of her surrogate daughter. She also quickly discovered what a competitive adversary and what an accomplished fighter Kit was, because Kit always bested Kieran in the ring. It was the perfect lesson in humility for the Commander, who fancied herself a competent warrior.

Kieran had begun her doctorate studies in counseling psychology, which she decided would benefit her command and complement her relationship with Naomi professionally and personally. Most captains had little understanding or appreciation of their Ship’s Counselor, and since Kieran would be married to hers, she decided the more insight into the profession, the better. She also wanted to be the best parent she could be, and she was taking two courses related to families: Childhood Development, and Family Dysfunction and Dynamics. Robin Lefler taught the former, and Kieran was good friends with her instructor again. The two women had coffee before class every Tuesday, just to catch up, and Robin always kept Kieran apprised of Kit’s progress. 

Kieran had been particularly disappointed that Lenara Kahn had cancelled their weekly luncheon without an explanation, and Kieran had not heard from her since right after they got back from winter break. She supposed it was too much for Lenara to hear about Kit, and all that she had been through, and that had made the Trill scientist back off from their friendship. That and the residual attraction that Lenara and Kieran shared, without any idea how to handle it.

Naomi was entrenched in her junior year, and rarely made it home, except on Saturday nights. It simply wasn’t feasible to sleep at the house when she studied late into the night. Kieran missed her terribly, but she knew that their relationship would survive the strain of absence. Naomi was challenged academically for the first time in her life, and had to work diligently to succeed at the top of her class. She made sure she talked to Kieran and Kit every night without fail. It was her contribution to making a routine for Kit.

Seven smiled as Kit devoured everything in sight. The young woman no longer had bouts of appetite loss, and her mood was no longer dysphoric. She was filling out nicely, thanks to Seven’s cooking and Kieran’s physical fitness regimen. Seven adored the Wildman-to-be, and she truly dreaded leaving the Wildmans behind to be with Kathryn. She had yet to make the actual commitment to Kathryn, although she had secretly promised B'Elanna she would go, and Kathryn was getting more nervous with every day. Seven toyed with the idea of backing out, but whenever her conviction wavered, B’Elanna gave her a tongue lashing for her cowardice. B’Elanna always told Seven that if B’Elanna had to go, so did Seven, and besides, Seven was going to have to help when the baby arrived, because Noah would be worthless until B’Elanna could properly train him. Seven never pointed out that Noah had more experience in child rearing than his Klingon partner by virtue of having worked in the daycare center on Voyager, and by staying home with Katie, but because she enjoyed the constant teasing of the beleaguered Mr. Lessing, she never corrected B'Elanna. 

Kieran looked up from her empty plate, wishing she had another stack of pancakes to eat. Kit was giving her that “don’t even look at my food or you’ll die” look. Kieran was a notorious food thief, and Kit had learned to keep her plate out of reach from the grabby Commander.

Kieran tried to make the steal, but Kit had her wrist in a backward lock instantly. 

“You’ll have to do better than that, KT,” she smirked. “Weak, weak, weak,” she taunted.

Kieran grinned. “Can’t blame me for trying. You’re gonna be one sorry ass kid when Seven leaves us, and you have to eat my cooking,” she advised.

Kit shrugged. “I can stand it for a summer—besides, Naomi will be home, and you know you’ll rope her into doing the cooking,” she reasoned. 

Kieran nodded emphatically. “She’s almost as good as Seven,” she noted. “Okay, let’s get going, it’s almost light out,” she said as she glanced out the window. “I need to do an extra set of squat thrusts, because my quads were killing me yesterday in practice,” she reminded herself. 

Kit wiped her mouth on a napkin, gathering both sets of utensils and plates and recycling them. “Seven, thanks again. It was great.” She kissed the Borg’s cheek in goodbye.

“Have a good day, ladies,” Seven called after them as they dashed out the door, racing each other. “Or should I say children?” she asked the puppy at her feet. “Did she forget to feed you, Orson?”

Orson whimpered and thumped his tiny puppy tail on the kitchen tile.

Seven made his breakfast, laughing. “Those two are going to be lost when I leave,” she chuckled.

_________________

Robin Lefler smoothed the short strands of her soft brown hair behind her ears, settling into her chair, legs crossed delicately. “Okay, Kit,” she said amiably, “today we’re going to do some really difficult work,” she warned gently. “Can you take it?”

Kit met her therapist’s gaze with a decided lack of confidence. “I’ll try,” she agreed, noting the way that Robin’s hair clung about her sculpted cheeks. God, she’s beautiful. I’d walk through fire, if she asked me to, she decided.

“Good,” Robin smiled her approval. She watched Kit intently, noting the subtle changes in Kit’s demeanor that signaled her patient had crossed into the transference phase of the counseling relationship. It was a particularly delicate portion of the overall relationship, in which the client tended to develop romantic feelings for the counselor, and while it was expected and understood, it was a most vulnerable time for Kit. “I think for the next few sessions, we should sit together on the couch. I’m going to be asking you some very hard questions, and it might make you uncomfortable. But I want you to answer me as honestly as you can, and I promise, we’ll get through this next stage of counseling, okay? Do you trust me, Kit?” Robin moved to the sofa, sitting beside her young charge.

“I trust you, Robin,” Kit agreed.

“That’s good.” Robin took Kit’s hand. “I want you to take a deep breath, and let it out slowly. Right, just like that. Now close your eyes. I want you to think back to the first time you can remember your Uncle Kenny coming into your room. Tell me how old you were, and what happened, step by step,” she requested.

Kit’s grip instantly tightened around Robin’s fingers, and a sudden wave of nausea hit her. She hesitated, her brow furrowing. “I was eight,” she said, reflexively drawing her knees to her chest, feet planted on the edge of the sofa cushions. It was as close to a fetal position as she could get while sitting up. 

Kit stopped, overwhelmed by the immediate shock of the memory. 

“You were eight,” Robin prompted her. “And was the first time in your bedroom?” she asked, helping Kit to access the painful memory.

“Yes,” Kit breathed deeply, a shuddering, agonized breath. She started to weep, telling the tale. 

Robin Lefler bit her lip. She always made her patients close their eyes, so they could not see the rage in her face as the ugly, putrid details spilled out. Robin hated this part of therapy more than anything, forcing her clients to relive something so patiently, purposely hidden away. She reminded herself to call Kieran, and advise her that Kit might need a little more time and attention over the next few weeks. She squeezed Kit’s hand to reassure her. It was going to be a gut-wrenching session for both of them.

_________________

Kit’s face appeared on Kieran’s work station, looking washed out and drawn. “Hey kiddo,” Kieran greeted her. She had just severed a comm link with Robin Lefler, and was not surprised to see Kit already needing to contact her. “What’s up?”

Kit looked lost and spent. “I miss you,” she said faintly. “I’m sorry to bother you at work,” she added apologetically.

Kieran smiled warmly. “You aren’t bothering me, Kit. Would you like to come by my office? Or tell me where you are, and I can come meet you,” she offered, hoping she wasn’t being totally obvious. “We can have an early dinner—anyplace you like,” she tried to persuade her.

“Actually, I wanted permission to go play pickup ball with some of the girls,” she referred to Kieran’s college team. “I need a workout,” she added hopefully.

“They invited you?” Kieran wanted to be sure.

“Yes, Ma’am,” she replied respectfully. It was an unnecessary formality, but Kit was well mannered, and when she really wanted something, she poured on the charm.

“You didn’t get enough exercise at practice this afternoon?” Kieran wanted to feel her out, and only asked to keep her talking awhile longer.

“I guess not, KT,” she replied, shrugging. “I’m feeling pretty stressed. Shane says we’re going to have burgers afterward, and not to worry,” she added, trying to persuade her guardian. 

“It’s okay with me, Kit. Don’t come home too late—I know it’s Friday, but be home before midnight, okay?”

Kit grinned. “Thanks,” she nodded. “I won’t be late.”

Kieran severed the come link, sighing. Kit looked terrible, and Kieran wished she would have just insisted that the girl come home.

“I haven’t seen you look that upset in a very long time.” Lenara Kahn ducked her head into Kieran’s office. “What’s wrong, Kieran?”

Kieran spun in her chair, getting up. “Hello, Lenara. Come in,” she invited, waving her into a seat and perching on the edge of her desk. “It’s—parenting. Kit’s having a tough time,” she admitted. “And I just—” she pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to regain her composure, failing entirely.

Lenara had her in a warm hug in an instant. “It’s okay,” she said softly, cradling Kieran’s head as she cried.

“She’s been through so much,” Kieran sobbed. “It kills me, Lenara.” She clung to her, letting it all go.

“I know,” she assured her friend, rubbing her shoulders. “Her strength of character is humbling,” she said with genuine admiration. “On Trill, her uncle would have been executed for his crimes.”

“Let’s haul his ass to Trill, then,” Kieran laughed through her tears, still clinging to Lenara.

“She’s the best research assistant I’ve ever had,” she said emphatically, “and it makes me so angry, thinking about that bastard,” she bit her words off. “Sweetie,” she hugged Kieran tighter, “I can’t imagine how you live with knowing what he did to her. You’re so overwrought by all this,” she said sympathetically. “It must be a horrible strain, love,” she caressed Kieran’s cheek with the back of her hand.

Kieran sniffed. “I don’t lose it very often, but it’s stressful as hell. It’s so difficult, when you love someone so much, and you want to fix everything, but you can’t.”

“Especially for you,” Lenara noted correctly. “You think it is your job to fix everyone and everything. It’s your best quality, and your worst failing. You can’t do it, Kieran.” She held Kieran’s face in her hands. “The world has too many problems for one woman to right. You have to pick your battles. Kit is a worthwhile battle. I am not. Do you understand me?”

“Is that why you went away?” Kieran’s eyes filled with fresh tears.

“Yes. You cannot fix what happened to us, Kieran. It can’t be fixed. My life is what it is, and I have to live it. You cannot let your own boundaries be blurred by your desire to help me. And that was starting to happen. So I backed away. I love you, and I always will, and I am grateful that you love me, too. But there is only one of you, and you belong to someone else,” she got the words out but felt her own tears threatening. “Especially now, Kieran, you cannot have distractions in your life. What you’re doing for Kit is too important, too essential. I wanted to explain myself, and not just let you go on fretting over what made me disappear. I don’t trust us together, not when Naomi is so absorbed in school and you’re so vulnerable because of that. And I am vulnerable because I love you so much, and I haven’t really ever moved past that.”

Kieran hugged her close, breathing her hair. “Lenara, I do love you,” she sobbed. “I am so sorry. I never meant to leave you.”

Lenara lost control then, crying against her shoulder, unable to stop herself. “I know you didn’t, Be’thal,” she whispered, shaking with her grief. “And I never meant to leave you there, stranded,” she started to sob herself. “I wanted to be able to get you home, and I couldn’t.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Kieran insisted, kissing her hair. “I’ve tried to hold it in, all these years. I never let myself feel it again, once the shock was over with. But I thought I would die out there, I just needed you so much,” she let it all pour out. “I walked around like a zombie for two years, Lenara. I was so lost, so devastated, that even after I was better, I couldn’t say your name, I couldn’t think of your face, I couldn’t touch those emotions without falling back into the same depression. I was so scared, and so lonely, just like you are, now. And I want to help you, I want to take that pain from you, because I know what it feels like to be that afraid and that alone.”

Lenara held her tenderly, certain her heart would break. “I am lonely, but only because I isolate myself. Seeing you again, feeling what I do for you, I know I can’t live this way any longer,” she trembled in Kieran’s arms. “I have to change, I need to open myself, like I did with you.”

“I would fix it if there were a way, Lenara, I swear it,” she asserted, peering intently into those limitless eyes, eyes with multiple lives behind them.

“I know. So would I. But there’s not. And we can’t both keep wishing there were. We have to let go.”

Kieran nodded. “I know. It’s been that way forever with you.” She smiled through her tears. “The damned door just won’t stay closed, no matter how hard we slam it.”

“This time, it has to stay closed. Because having it open, even a crack, will drive me insane. Someday, maybe we’ll be friends. I hope so. But it’s too hard, right now. Can you understand that, and forgive me for it?”

Kieran gazed miserably at her. “Yes. I don’t like it, but I’ll live with it.”

“I don’t like it, either. But it’s the right thing to do. God,” she complained, “do you know how sick I am of doing the right thing? All my life, that’s all it’s been. Just once, I want to say ‘fuck this’ and I want to kiss you, and I want to run away with you and make love for weeks without stopping, and never give a damn who it hurts or why.”

Kieran nodded. “I know. Me, too. But neither one of us could live with ourselves, tomorrow, if we did that right now. In fact,” she started to laugh, “we both know tomorrow, we’ll be furious with ourselves for even talking about this, for thinking it, for wanting it.”

Lenara started to laugh, too. “Tomorrow? Try in an hour from now,” she said honestly, bumping her head against Kieran’s shoulder, laughing harder. 

Kieran hugged her, laughing uproariously. “God, we are pathetic,” she howled. “Can’t even muster a fantasy without feeling guilty,” she shook with mirth.

“Not even the prelude to a fantasy,” Lenara offered, laughing loudly, gasping for breath.

The emotion drained away, and they stood there, holding hands, regarding one another. “You know I’d gladly live with the confusion, if you need me to,” Kieran offered solemnly. 

“I know you would. But I can’t put you through that, and I can’t risk the chance that one of us will be too weak to do the right thing in a crunch. You love Naomi, and that’s clear to me. If anything ever happened between us, you’d never forgive yourself, and you’d hate me for it, eventually. And I know in my heart, you are not in love with me—you’re just confusing your concern and your pity with love. We both know it, Kieran. You have this incredibly huge heart, and you want to take care of everyone. But what I need from you is something you don’t have to give, not anymore. I missed that opportunity long ago. So I’m giving you the distance you need to establish your family with Kit and Naomi, and I want you to wholeheartedly do that, and stop worrying about me. Please,” she urged the taller woman, gazing into deep brown eyes. “I have to let go, Kieran, because I can’t keep torturing myself like this. This is the only way I know how to do it.”

“Shar Be’thal,” Kieran murmured, “Par’de capare aclath, par’de clatu ze sharu thala.” In Trill, Kieran had said “My Sacred Beloved, I am prostrate before you. I am unworthy of your love.”

Lenara’s eyes filled again. “You learned my language? All those years ago, and you remember it?”

“I wanted to speak the Be’Prem, Leshar’on,” she explained. “I couldn’t just say the words, and not understand them, or their context.” The Be’Prem, or the sacred pledge, was the wedding ritual of the Trill culture. 

Lenara’s throat closed with love. “I cannot believe how much I lost in losing you,” she bit her lip. “And you have no reason to prostrate yourself before anyone, for you are more worthy than any lover I have ever known.”

Kieran sighed, a great heaving, shuddering exhalation of her sadness. Finally, she would have to let go, in the darkest recesses of her heart, in the remotest portions of her mind, once and for all. “Sharumoy thala eret skay’unaf,” she said sadly. “Our love is severed, as a symbiont is severed from its host.” She hung her head.

Lenara was stunned at the depth of Kieran’s understanding of her heritage. “Cha’malar’on, it must be severed, or the symbiont will die,” she echoed the ritual of severance. She stood silently, too overcome to move. Kieran had learned it all, had embraced her culture and her rituals, had planned to offer her the Be’Prem. 

Kieran swallowed hard. Cha’malar’on, in Trill vernacular, was the highest honor a lover could accord another. It meant, literally translated, Perfectly Vigilant One, but colloquially, it meant “keeper”—the keeper of one’s heart, of one’s spiritual process, of one’s passion. She touched Lenara’s cheek, drowning in the depths of those fathomless green-blue-gray eyes, heart aching. “It’s not supposed to be this way,” Kieran said quietly. “Not when we love each other this much.”

“Life rarely turns out as it is supposed to. I’ll see you around, Commander,” Lenara finally said.

“I hope so, Doctor. Take care of yourself, Lenara,” she said hollowly, wanting to cry again.

“You too, Kieran,” she filled her eyes with the vision of the woman she was supposed to have married, bit her lip, and rushed out of the room before her resolve could fail again.

_________________

Kieran and Seven sat companionably together, Kieran’s back against the arm of the sofa, Seven leaning her back against the taller woman, both women’s arms wrapped around Seven’s waist. Kieran rested her chin on Seven’s shoulder, glad for the rare opportunity to be alone with her friend. 

“So Robin actually hailed you?” Seven asked, worried about Kit.

“Yeah, this afternoon. Robin can’t really tell me the specifics, because it’s confidential, but she did tell me Kit might be feeling pretty raw, about now, and to be on the lookout for behavioral changes. We both need to be especially sensitive to her, for awhile, Seven,” Kieran advised.

Seven squeezed Kieran’s arms around her. “You are always sensitive to her,” Seven pointed out. “If I were a stranger, I would think Kit is your biological daughter.”

“I wish she had been,” Kieran sighed. “Then she wouldn’t be going through any of this shit. I hope Kenneth McCallister is getting his come uppance,” she said darkly, hunkering down into Seven’s body. 

“She is fortunate to have you in her life, Kieran. You’re doing everything you possibly can,” Seven reminded her. “I have complete confidence that she will recover fully, and become a functional, undamaged individual.”

“I hope so, your Borgness. I love her so much,” she admitted. Kieran checked the chronometer. “I’m getting worried, though. Kit is never late, and I explicitly told her not to be out past midnight. She usually doesn’t even cut it this close,” she noted.

“She’ll be here. I’m sure if she has been detained, it was with good reason,” Seven voiced her faith in the younger woman. Then to change the subject and divert Kieran’s anxiety, Seven hugged her arms close and said “Naomi told me you celebrated an anniversary, this week,” she chuckled softly.

Kieran blushed. “Yes. A year ago, we got engaged. That seems like a lifetime ago, Seven. We were still on Voyager—still in the Delta Quadrant a year ago,” she was startled by how much things had changed for them in such a short time.

“The bracelet you gave her was lovely,” Seven commented. “To match the necklace?”

“Yeah,” Kieran admitted. “I bought several pieces of hemet before we left Qian, so that I could give her things over the course of our relationship to remind her of that time,” she sighed, remembering fondly. “God, life was simple when we were at the resort. The only hard part was the conflict with Kathryn, but for Naomi and I, that time together was so precious,” she recalled their days sailing and making love and cuddling, the long hours talking about their future and their path to each other, the fledgling days of their love.

“The earrings she wears—when did you give her those?” Seven already knew, but wanted Kieran to profess her love for Naomi. It did the Borg’s heart good to know her daughter was well loved, and that her daughter-in-law was equally well loved in return.

“October,” Kieran replied. “That was the anniversary of the first time we—” she hesitated, suddenly embarrassed.

Seven laughed gently. “The first time you made love?” she supplied, amused at Kieran’s reticence.

“Yes.” Kieran hid her face in Seven’s shoulder. “You get a perverse sense of pleasure from busting my chops, don’t you, your Borgness?” she chided her towering blonde companion.

“I am not busting your chops,” Seven protested. “I just find it—endearing—that you are ordinarily so open and blunt, but when it comes to your intimacy with my daughter, you are so protective of your privacy.” She reached behind her to tousle Kieran’s hair.

“I’m open when I need to be. I’ve shared some pretty personal things with you, haven’t I?” she insisted. “I just—Naomi—what I feel for her, what she is to me, it’s so—I don’t have the words.”

“I understand completely,” Seven assured her. “Naomi is sacrosanct, to you, and what you share is equally revered, and private. You have told me things, when they were important for me to know, or when you needed to illustrate a point about my own life by using examples from yours. Naomi is less silent than you, so I feel I have an acceptable sense that you make her happy. That is the only reason I ask, Kieran. I want to be certain my daughter is happy, and that you are, as well.” Seven sighed, thinking as much as she dreaded it, she had to tell Kieran sometime. “I ask because I am leaving,” she admitted.

Kieran held her tighter. “I know you are, and I think you should. Seeing you and Kat together at Christmas—you’re ready for this, Seven.”

“I do not think our time at Christmas was enough to convince me, but going away with her, even for the short time we did, showed me there is enough between us to try again,” she murmured, thinking of the trip they had taken to North Carolina.

“What made you realize that?” Kieran kissed her shoulder, loathe to think of saying goodbye to her.

“Her earnestness, her sincerity,” Seven replied. “Kieran, she was a completely changed woman with me. It was as if she left all her walls and defenses in Indiana, and only brought her toothbrush on the transport. She was liberated from all of the constraints, both emotionally and sexually, that have confined us. And,” Seven smiled softly, “she was so romantic.”

Kieran chuckled. “She was?”

Seven nodded. “I have a feeling she took a page from you,” she accused.

“Well, we did have a couple of long talks,” Kieran agreed. “I want you to have everything your heart desires, your Borgness. If that means I poke Kathryn with a pain stick to prod her, then I do.” She snuggled into Seven, breathing the scent of metallic implants and fragrant, flawless skin. “I love you so much. I know you need to be with Kathryn, and raise your child, but I am going to miss you so badly.”

Seven’s throat tightened. “As I will miss you, Counselor. Living with you and Naomi has been exactly what I needed. You have been kind and patient and generous with me, and I will never forget it. Please do not think this is an easy decision, because I assure you, it is one of the more painful choices I have ever had to make. But Geejay needs this, and I need it. And Kathryn, most of all, needs us. And you were the one who taught me that true love is putting the needs of your partner first. So I am taking your advice, and doing that with my wife. I have always followed your counsel carefully, and it has yet to fail me,” she teased. “So are you and Naomi happy, and can I trust that enough to leave?”

“I can only speak for myself, Seven,” Kieran said softly. “I love her with all of my being, and that will never change. I know how lucky I am that she loves me. She’s just been so great with this whole situation with Kit, and she works so hard at school and on the team—I couldn’t be more proud, or more in love with her,” she sighed wistfully.

“But?” Seven completed the thought.

Kieran swallowed hard. “But I miss her. Living apart like this has been much, much harder than I ever anticipated. It helps that you’re here, and Kit’s here, and Orson,” she said for the canine’s benefit, reaching down and scratching the dog’s head affectionately. “But sometimes I miss Naomi so much, it’s physically painful. I got spoiled, between living together on Qian and then on Voyager, having her all to myself, waking up next to her every day. When she’s not home, I feel like—part of me is missing, and it’s the best part of me, too,” she said sadly. “I know that’s really selfish, and that this time is important for her, and she’s growing so much and learning really crucial things about herself that she couldn’t learn by being isolated with me. But knowing that doesn’t make it hurt less. I suppose that sounds stupid to you, considering how little you see Kathryn.”

“That is by choice,” Seven pointed out, “and not out of some sense of obligation to the greater fulfillment of my partner. Kathryn needed to learn what it is to be without me, so that she can appreciate what I bring to her life. I’m teaching her a very valuable lesson that will make or break our marriage. It’s different with you and Naomi. You’re sacrificing something you want and need for her well-being. I am constantly amazed by your selflessness.”

Kieran scowled, thinking of her conversation with Lenara earlier in the day. “Don’t be. I have been anything but selfless, at times. There are things you don’t know, parts of me I hide—Seven, I’m nothing but an extremely flawed individual, and I am not worthy of your admiration.”

Seven smirked. “You are selfless, Kieran. You tell yourself that your pain and confusion over Lenara Kahn somehow makes you selfish, when in fact, it is simply more and better evidence that you are unselfish.”

Kieran stiffened. “How in the hell did you know I was thinking of Lenara?”

The Borg laughed. “Because I know you, Kieran Thompson. I have watched you struggle with your feelings for her, your conflict over her loneliness. That morning I found you asleep with her, it was apparent to me that you have been trying to find a way to be what she needs from you, without violating Naomi’s trust, and that you stubbornly refuse to admit defeat. You have beaten yourself senseless over it for weeks. Now stop.”

“Lenara came to my office today. She insisted that we need to avoid each other, after all. She leaves my brain and my heart in absolute turmoil, Seven. I love Naomi. Why can’t I stop being confused by Lenara?”

“Because Lenara is so alone. You respond to that, just as you did with me, when I was struggling with my love for you. It is not any reflection on your love for Naomi. It is merely your goodness of heart, and your desire to right things for Lenara. Thankfully, she realized the hell she was putting you through, and she offered to walk away. She was right to do that, for your sake. It is a testament to her own selflessness.”

Kieran lay her head against the Borg’s backside. “But I made you a promise that I would always put Naomi’s needs first. And in this instance, I failed to do that. Why didn’t you call me on it, Seven?”

“If I had truly perceived that you had failed my daughter, I would have called you on it. But you have done nothing wrong, Kieran. I do think it’s wise that you and Lenara are stepping back from one another, though. She is very much in love with you.”

“You would tell me, your Borgness, if I ever failed Naomi in your eyes, or in hers?”

“I would.” Seven sighed. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but Naomi misses you every bit as much as you miss her. She and I had lunch together two days ago, and she was beside herself, Kieran. She actually started to cry. I know she wants to come home, but she has too much work to do, and not enough time, and she is so torn over what she needs to do for herself, for you, and for her education. She is struggling to find the proper balance. It is difficult to see her under such strain.”

“I need to pay her a visit in her quad some night, then. That seems to mean so much to her, on the rare occasion when I do it. I haven’t lately, because of Kit. Speaking of whom, she is very, very late, and I’m worried now,” she scowled, checking the chronometer. “I’ve waited long enough,” Kieran declared, untangling herself from her companion. “I’m going to hail Shane.”

___________

Kit McCallister played basketball with several members of the basketball team until early evening, then went with the older girls to Barfleet Grille for dinner. She sat next to Shane Bilbrey, the star forward on Kieran’s team, who always blatantly flirted with Kit during practice, and especially when they were outside of Coach Wildman’s watchful eye. Kit was flattered by Shane’s attentions, even though she couldn’t quite shake the feeling that somehow, Shane was making fun of her. She sat next to Shane at dinner, and Shane shared her beer with Kit, amused at how quickly the teenager became tipsy. She kept a steady stream of flirtatious chatter going with Kit, encouraging her to drink, exchanging grins and knowing glances with her teammates.

Kit tagged along after dinner to a keg party in Shane Bilbrey’s quad, letting Shane hold her hand as they meandered back through campus. Kit admired the older girl for her skill on the court, if nothing else, and she hung on every word the upper classman uttered. 

“Let’s find the keg,” Shane enthused the second they were in the door of the quad. “Follow the loud music,” she laughed, tugging Kit down the corridor. 

Sure enough, the keg was next to the sound system, and the study lounge was filled with dancing cadets, many of whom were already drunk and rowdy. Shane procured two cups of beer and found an empty loveseat in the corner of the lounge, taking Kit with her. 

Kit flopped down beside her, a bit unsteady, but grinning. It felt good to relax, and even better to forget about all the dark things she had had to confess to Robin Lefler earlier that day. When the session had ended, and Kit had been permitted to open her eyes, she could tell Robin had been crying while she told the horrors of her childhood. The memory of the pain in Robin’s face knifed through Kit, and she reflexively downed her beer.

“Hey,” Shane protested. “Go easy on that, Kit. You don’t want to pass out,” she laughed at her, taking the empty cup and setting it aside. “I think I’d better distract you.” She set her own drink down and took Kit into her arms, kissing her tentatively at first, then more forcefully.

Kit’s response was almost as startling to Shane Bilbrey as her aggressive drinking. Kit pulled Shane down with her, lying back on the small couch, kissing Shane deeply, urgently, her tongue insistent in Shane’s mouth.

Shane broke free, looking bewildered. “I thought you were this sweet little country girl,” she shook her head. “How old are you, Kit?” she asked faintly, breathing hard.

“Seventeen,” Kit answered truthfully.

“Not even close to legal,” Shane taunted her. “You’re going to get me in a world of trouble, kid,” she complained, retiring into her beer.

Kit snatched the cup from her, draining it, then grabbed Shane and kissed her again. “Trouble can be fun, Shane,” she murmured in her ear.

They moved against each other, oblivious to the party around them. Kit would’ve done anything to block the images of Robin Lefler’s grief, anything to deaden the pain of the memories she had had to dredge up. She thought about Kenneth McCallister, the look he used to give her as he came into her room, storybook in hand, smiling warmth and affection at his niece.

Would you like me to read you a story, Kit? he would ask her pleasantly, settling himself behind her in her twin bed. It started out as innocently as that, stories and clandestine touches and secrets between them. Kit didn’t realize at the time that what was happening to her was anything out of the ordinary at all. She just knew that Uncle Kenny said she was special, and they had special secrets that nobody else could know about. Maybe every little girl heard bedtime stories with someone’s hand down her panties.

Kit tore at Shane’s mouth, frantic to stop the onslaught of disturbing pictures in her head. Shane pushed Kit’s shoulders away, sitting up. “Let’s get out of here,” she panted, dragging Kit to her feet and into the hallway. “My room is the third one down.” She hurried them toward the door.

Once inside, she had Kit down on her bed in seconds, both women groping each other heatedly, fully clothed but hands breaching the boundaries of clothing. Kit groaned beneath Shane’s kisses, needing the numbing nothingness that sex had always given her. She could turn off everyone and everything, sink into blissful oblivion, brain totally shut down. She couldn’t bear the memories one second longer, or the sadness of Robin Lefler’s eyes, or the sharpness of her own desire.

Penny Carpenter had seen Shane Bilbrey leading Kit away, and as Shane’s girlfriend arrived at the party, Penny pushed through the crowd to warn Shane that she was about to be discovered in Kit’s pants by her lover.

“Shane,” Penny hissed through the dimly lit dorm room. “Jessie is here. Hurry up, damn it, get out of bed,” she urged her, covering for her teammate.

Shane launched herself up, dragging her hands out from under Kit’s sweatshirt. “Sorry, Kit, I have to go,” she apologized, straightening her own sweatsuit, checking to make sure Kit hadn’t left any telltale wet marks on her. “Can you tell I’ve been making out?” she asked Penny nervously.

“Not too much. Your face is red though,” she observed, pushing her toward the ensuite. “Splash some water on it,” she advised.

“Damn, that kid is hotter than hell,” Shane breathed, leaning over the sink and trying to calm her screaming pulse.

“Yeah? Well you’d better be careful. Coach Wildman will kill you if you nail her kid,” Penny warned. “Hot or not, that piece of tail is off limits,” she counseled. 

“I have to find out when she turns eighteen,” Shane decided. “I want her, Penny. I want her something awful.” She held her face in the icy water. “Jesus Christ,” she swore, steadying herself on the counter.

“Are you okay, Shane? I’ve never seen you so out of control.” Penny was stunned. “You’re usually the one leaving somebody else begging and crying.”

“There’s something about her,” Shane admitted. “God, I ache.” She closed her eyes against the desire. “Jessie better be in the mood, or I’m going to have to go to the bar tonight,” she growled, struggling to compose herself. “Will you check on Kit? Make sure she’s okay—then get her the hell out of here, before Jessie finds her in my bed.”

“Sure,” Penny agreed. “You go find Jessie.”

___________

Kieran went to her workstation, punching in the code for her power forward. “Shane?” she said tersely. “Where is Kit?”

The long bodied woman rubbed her eyes sleepily. “Gosh, Coach, I don’t know. She was at the Barfleet Grille when I left the gang. That was about 10 pm,” she lied. “She was supposed to be home over an hour ago.” Shane glanced at her chrono.

“Tell me about it. Who was left when you said goodnight?” Kieran demanded.

“Penny, Clarice, Stacy—I think Jenny,” Shane tried to concentrate despite being awakened. “Do you want me to go back and see if she’s still there?”

Kieran considered. “No, wait, I’ve got an incoming call. Stand by,” she put Shane on hold. “Penny? Do you know where Kit is?” she asked sternly, before her point guard could even say a word.

“Yeah, Coach, she’s with me. We went to a party, and when I wasn’t looking, she got pretty wasted. She’s passed out in my bed,” Penny said apologetically. “She was really upset about something, Coach. She fell asleep crying and acting all weird. Do you want to leave her here?”

“Damn,” Kieran swore. “You let her get drunk?” Her eyes sizzled with anger.

“I didn’t let her do anything, Coach,” she objected. “I wasn’t babysitting her,” she argued. “Do you want to come get her, or not?”

“Yeah. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” She punched the comm link. “Shane? I found her. Apparently she went to a campus party, and she’s intoxicated. Thanks a lot for watching out for my daughter.” She severed the comm link angrily.

Seven stood behind Kieran, rubbing her shoulders. “Robin told you to expect behavioral changes. I guess this qualifies,” she wisely noted. “I will help you bring her home.”

“You can’t, Seven. Geejay?” she reminded the Borg.

“Let me contact B’Elanna. She will come and stay with Geejay,” Seven offered.

“No, tell you what. Let me get Noah to help me bring Kit home. He’s got to have experience with intoxicated women. After all, he’s living with B’Elanna, the queen of the bender,” Kieran said bitterly.

It was the first time in a very long time that Kieran had alluded to her failed marriage, a dead giveaway that Kieran was feeling like a failure, herself. 

_____________

“Help me get her upstairs, bud,” Kieran requested, dragging Kit by her armpits. “Ordinarily, I can carry her by myself, but she feels so heavy.”

“Maybe beer weighs a lot,” he teased. “It’d be easier if I just throw her over my shoulder,” Noah noted, amused. 

“Do you think this is funny, God damn it?” Kieran snapped, exasperated. “Damn it, Noah, she could have been hurt, or kidnapped, or raped.”

“KT,” Noah said gently, grabbing Kit’s legs and helping Kieran carry her, “this isn’t the Delta Quadrant. I know you’re freaked out, but damn, she’s a kid. She’s almost eighteen. Every kid her age gets drunk once, and if it’s horrible enough, they never do it again. You’ve been known to have a few, yourself, from time to time.”

Kieran’s face fell. “Oh, fuck,” she swore angrily. “It’s me. I’ve been putting that example out there,” she chastised herself, completely serious.

They hauled Kit over to her bed, moving Orson out of the way before settling the semi-unconscious girl on the mattress.

Noah hugged Kieran close. “Honey, this is not because you did anything wrong. Listen to yourself,” he scolded fondly. “Don’t overreact. You said yourself, Kit’s been going through a hard time. I bet if you dig in your psychobabble bag, you can figure out why she did this, and bad parenting on your part isn’t the reason,” he posited.

Kieran’s frustration dissipated with a few deep breaths. She centered herself, shaking the tension from her limbs. “Okay, you’re right. This is a predictable reaction to duress. Noah, thanks for your help. I couldn’t have gotten her home without you,” she said gratefully.

“Anytime,” he assured her. “Go easy on her, KT. She’s a great kid, and she fucked up. How you handle this incident will set the tone for your whole parenting gig with her,” he said softly. “I know you’re going to handle it right, and with a minimum of yelling.” He smiled sympathetically at his dearest friend. “Oh, and KT?”

“Yeah, bud?”

“B’Elanna and I are having a little boy. We found out today,” he smiled broadly. “I’m going to have a son,” he bragged, bursting with pride. 

Kieran’s face softened. “Oh, Noah, good for you.” She hugged him. “Congratulations,” she said sincerely. “Give my love to Lanna.” Her eyes shone. “Katie is getting a little brother,” she said, awed by the idea. “Thanks again, NoGame.” She kissed his cheek in farewell.

“Remember, KT,” he nodded in Kit’s direction. “We’ve all done it, and we’ve all been sorry afterward,” he grinned.

_______________

Kieran curled herself around Kit’s body, wrapping herself protectively around the young woman, afraid to leave her alone in case she needed help to the ensuite. Kieran thought Kit was asleep, and she hugged her close, fighting tears. “Damn, baby,” she whispered, “why would you do this to yourself?” she asked softly.

Kit stirred in her arms, thinking she was supposed to answer. “Robin made me tell her about the first time,” she confided. “And I just couldn’t stand to think those thoughts anymore,” she explained in slurred syllables. “I had to stop the pain. I thought this would do it.” She drifted off again.

Kieran wished for all the world she could absorb Kit into herself, shelter her, heal her. But she was just the support system, the observer, and Kit had to do all the work. It made Kieran so sad, she didn’t sleep at all that night. Just as she had feared, an hour before sunrise, Kit ran for the ensuite. Kieran followed, holding her while she purged herself of the alcohol and cheeseburgers and the illusory hope of escape from the pain. 

Kit would have to walk this path in emotional solitude, and Kieran could only watch and encourage her, not bear the burden herself.

____________________

“It wasn’t just the counseling session,” Kit said through a piercing headache, trying to pinch the discomfort from the bridge of her nose. “Though that was the biggest impetus,” she admitted.

Kieran replicated a counteracting agent for the hangover, thinking Kit had suffered long enough. “Do you want to tell me what the other things were?” she asked gently.

“God, my head. How the hell do you and Naomi drink wine and beer and not feel like shit the next day?” she groaned.

Kieran laughed. “We don’t drink until we’re falling down drunk, for starters,” she scolded mildly. “Here, let me give you this,” she pressed the hypospray to Kit’s throat. “We also don’t ever mix the two in one sitting,” she added.

Kit sighed with relief as the headache drained away. “Thank you,” she said contritely.

Kieran snuggled back into bed, sitting behind Kit, letting her lean against Kieran’s frame. “What else, honey? I want to listen, if you want to tell me,” she encouraged her.

“Gosh, KT,” Kit said with surprise, “I can’t believe you’re not yelling at me.”

Kieran shrugged. “Would it keep you from ever doing anything that dumb again? Because if it will, I’ll scream like a banshee,” she supplied. “I understand the instinct, Kit, truly. You had to dredge up unpleasant memories, and your coping mechanism was to try to silence them again. So I’m not angry about that per se. I’m disappointed in you for disobeying me, and I feel responsible for not making you come home yesterday. Maybe I’m doing something wrong, and this is my fault,” she added.

Kit grabbed her fiercely, hugging Kieran’s arms around her. “No, this isn’t your fault, KT,” she assured her. “God, the last thing I ever want is to make you feel guilty, and I’d rather die than disappoint you,” she said miserably. “You’ve done everything for me, everything,” she insisted. “I guess I’m just trouble, like Uncle Kenny used to tell me,” she added quietly, reflecting on his assessment.

“Kit,” Kieran buried her face in the broad shoulder in front of her, “nothing your Uncle ever said to you can be trusted. He was a lying, conniving, piss-poor excuse for a human being, and if I could get my hands on him, I’d kill him for what he did to you,” she vowed. “You are not trouble. You made a mistake. That’s all. A lapse in judgment, a minor one. The only thing is, if the child protective services got wind of this, they would take you away from me. Do you understand that? I wouldn’t be able to stop them, Kit. You can’t ever do anything like that again. Do you hear me? God, if I lost you, I’d never, ever get over it,” she realized, the truth of it crushing in its weight. 

“I never even thought about that,” Kit murmured. “You don’t think anyone will tell, do you?” She was already in panic mode.

Kieran restrained her physically. “No, I don’t, kiddo. It’s okay,” she soothed her fears. “But promise me, you won’t do anything like that again, okay?”

Kit was as earnest as she could possibly be. “I swear, Kieran, never,” she promised. “I’m so sorry.” She started to cry. “God, I’m so stupid,” she mentally kicked herself. “I could have lost everything, and I never even knew it.” She shook with the fear of the realization. She clung tightly to Kieran, tears streaming down her face. “Are you sure they won’t take me away from you?” she asked miserably.

“Pretty sure,” Kieran decided. “But I’ll give Shane and Penny a good dressing down to drive the point home.”

Kit sighed. “The other reason? Besides the session with Robin?” She was finally ready to tell it. “There’s this girl, KT. God, she’s so—perfect,” she said wistfully. “She’s sophisticated and smart and elegant. Everytime she opens her mouth to say something, I just feel like I’m poured out, like I could dissipate on the wind like a handful of sand,” her tone was heartfelt. “And I know there’s nothing I can do to even approach her. And even if I could, I’d never be able to get past a kiss, before I’d lose my composure, start thinking about the past, stop functioning,” Kit elaborated the fear. “I look at her, and she’s so beautiful, and so unattainable, and I just want to hide in a small, dark place and never come out into the light again,” she said with an ache in her voice.

Kieran smiled faintly, knowingly. “Sweetie, everyone falls in love with their therapist,” she hit the nail on the head. “If you’re feeling that way about Robin, it means she’s getting through to you, and you’re very close to working to a break through. Is that who you mean?”

Kit nodded sadly. “God, KT, I can’t believe you were lovers with her. She’s just—unreal,” she breathed.

“She’s pretty special, all right.” Kieran judiciously left out the fact that Robin had treated her like so much inconvenient garbage. That was water under the bridge, and Kit never needed to know the truth. “And I know for a fact she thinks the world of you. She makes a point of telling me all the time how proud she is of your hard work, and your willingness to take on the tough parts of emotional healing. I’m proud of you, too, Kit. A lot of people who are dealing with the sorts of issues you have can’t do anything else while they’re in therapy. They can’t muster the energy to go to school, like you, or practice sports, or anything that requires any effort outside of the therapy itself. You’re so strong, emotionally, it’s almost scary,” she praised her young friend. 

Kit scowled. “I wasn’t feeling strong last night, obviously,” she castigated herself. “I should have just come and talked to you, like you wanted me to,” she admitted. “You always set me straight,” she complimented her guardian. She fell silent for a long while, relieved that everything was out in the open. “Are you going to punish me?” she asked.

“I think you’re doing a very adequate job all by yourself,” Kieran pointed out. “You’re like me, that way. Nobody ever has to punish you, because you’re busy doing twice the job they’d do.”

Kit laughed. “Well, I’ve been trying to emulate you, so I guess it must be working.” She hugged Kieran’s arms to her. “I love you, KT. I won’t ever do anything so dumb again. I’m sorry if I scared you.”

“You did scare me,” Kieran agreed. “Badly. Seven, too. You’ll understand if I don’t let you hang around my players on their free time, won’t you?”

Kit nodded. “That’s okay. They aren’t that interesting, anyway,” she laughed.

________________

The professor of Aviation History droned on and on, and Kit McCallister was dozing off at her desk. The girl sitting beside her, Emily Frazier, grinned as Kit’s head started to bob up and down. She delivered a soft elbow to Kit’s ribs, making the blonde spikes snap to attention with Kit’s head. Kit smiled gratefully at the chuckling woman. “Thanks,” she said, nodding at the woman.

When the lecture finally ended, Emily leaned over, talking over the din of students gathering their PADDs and back packs. “You must have missed a whole section of notes,” she indicated the scrolling information on her PADD. “Do you want to get together later and download mine?” 

Kit smiled. “That’s really nice of you. Thanks—er—my name’s Kit, what’s yours?”

Emily shook her head. “You’ve been sitting next to me since January. Do you really have to ask?”

“Uh—I’m sorry, I guess I don’t pay much attention to anything in this class,” Kit admitted. “It’s a repeat of a class I already had,” she sounded apologetic. “Please, tell me your name?”

“Emily Frazier,” the thin, dark haired woman replied. She stuck out her hand. “I’ll be at the main library from six to eight, in the stacks on the fourth floor by the engineering books. Come by and I’ll let you copy my notes,” she offered.

“Thanks,” she agreed, “I’ll be there.”

Why didn’t I know her name? Kit wondered as she walked away. Has she really been sitting in that same seat all semester? Kit decided the girl must be telling the truth, and it was nice of her to offer to help Kit with her notes. She checked her chrono, realizing if she didn’t jog all the way to Robin’s office, she would be late.

________________

The main library was crowded with dozens of students at every table, cramming for midterms. Kit wandered through the stacks, trying to remember what Emily looked like. Dark hair, Kit chanted, short dark hair and intense brown eyes, willowy thin, like a runner. She spotted Emily Frazier, hunched over a book that probably weighed more than she did, tucked into a corner of the stacks. Kit was still dressed in her gi, as she’d just come from a sparring match at the dojo, and hadn’t had time to change.

“Hi,” she said quietly, sliding into the seat beside Emily.

“Nice outfit,” Emily noted. “Are you a samurai, or something?”

Kit shook her head. “Not quite.”

Emily looked her over. “But you’re a black belt. What martial art?”

“Kenpo Karate, Savate, and Judo,” she explained. “I’m learning Kung Fu, now.”

Emily whistled. “Impressive. Do you compete?”

“Not lately, but I used to. I’ve been pretty busy for the last few months. Do you know much about martial arts?” Kit opened her back pack, taking out her data PADD.

“I studied Kenpo, too, but I never got past my green belt. I got busy with other things. You know how it goes,” Emily offered. She pulled out her Aviation History notes. “Here. You can download the whole day, if you want.” She cued the data and handed Kit the PADD.

“Thanks. I usually don’t sleep through class,” Kit excused herself. “It’s just—rough night, last night. Didn’t sleep much.”

“Yeah, this place can stress you out. My guidance counselor from my old high school thought I was nuts for wanting to do this, but I’m loving it,” she admitted. She studied Kit’s expression. “You look more tired than you did in class. Did you run a marathon today?”

Kit laughed. “Emotionally, yes,” she joked, though her session with Robin had been even more difficult than the previous one. Her stomach rumbled loudly, and she gave the traitorous organ a look of dismay. “I haven’t even had time to eat since breakfast,” she explained the noise, grinning ruefully.

Emily nodded. “Me either. Let’s go get something at the snack bar,” she suggested. “Otherwise, I’ll probably sit here and study until midnight.”

Kit nodded. “Okay, but only if you let me buy, since you were nice enough to let me copy your notes.”

Emily shrugged. “Hey, I never turn down a free slice of pizza,” she noted.

Kit and Emily sat at the snack bar, talking about their classes and their high schools and what they wanted to study at the Academy. Kit got so engrossed in talking, she didn’t even notice Naomi Wildman making a beeline for her until the tall Ktarian had her in a bear hug.

“Na!” she hugged her back. “You really need to come home once in awhile. I didn’t recognize you, it’s been so long,” Kit chided her.

“Smart ass. Introduce me to your friend,” Naomi ordered.

“Naomi Wildman, this is Emily Frazier,” Kit obediently introduced them.

“Nice to meet you,” Emily stuck out her hand. “Your reputation preceeds you,” she added, smiling. “A Voyager legend.” She shook her head. “I bet you’ve got stories for days,” she commented, sitting back down, wishing Naomi would sit and tell a few tales. “How do you two know each other?”

Naomi giggled, sitting down. “Well, technically, Kit is my daughter,” Naomi explained. “My wife, Kieran Wildman, is adopting Kit in a few weeks.”

Emily smiled. “You’re married to Coach Wildman,” she said for her own benefit. “From the statue?”

Naomi laughed. “Yes, but Kieran would have a fit if that’s how you knew of her. She hates that damned thing.” Naomi took Kit’s hand across the table. “I have to run. I’m meeting a study group in ten minutes. You look tired, Kit. You should go home, let KT run you a hot bath,” she recommended. “Damn, I’d kill to go home tonight,” she said wistfully. “Will you tell her how much I miss her?”

“Na, come home and tell her yourself. She misses you, too,” Kit urged.

“This weekend, I will. Midterms will be over in a couple of weeks. And then it should let up until finals, somewhat. I can’t wait for Spring Break,” she enthused. 

“Me either,” Kit nodded eagerly. “I can’t wait to see Bessie.”

Naomi leaned over and kissed Kit’s cheek. “I love you, sweetie,” she murmured. “See you Friday night,” she added. 

“I love you, too, Na.” Kit squeezed her around the waist, then watched her walk away.

Emily fixed her with a mock glare. “I thought your last name was McCallister,” she accused. “You didn’t say you were part of a famous family.”

Kit grinned. “It is McCallister, for the next few weeks. And then it will be Wildman,” she said proudly. “But pretty soon, everyone will know I’m Kieran’s daughter, anyway. We’re doing a PSA together. We start filming in three weeks,” she added excitedly.

“A public service announcement for what?” Emily was curious.

“The National Child Abuse Network—NCAN,” Kit explained. 

Emily quirked an eyebrow. “Why would you be doing—oh,” the realization hit her. “That’s why you’re getting adopted,” she stated. “When you said earlier, you’d run an emotional marathon today, you weren’t joking?”

Kit’s face softened. “I wasn’t kidding. But I don’t want to talk about that crap,” she asserted. 

“Okay,” Emily agreed, relieved. “So how come you never talk to me in class?” she demanded, her dark brown eyes twinkling.

“I guess I’m shy.” Kit shrugged. “I didn’t know what to say. I don’t do well with strangers. I get all self-conscious.”

Emily grinned. “But you’ll make a commercial that will be seen by millions of people, and that doesn’t scare you?”

“Nope. I don’t have to look at the millions of people. Just one camera.” She smiled expansively. 

“Well, you should try pushing the envelope once in awhile, Samurai. You’re an interesting person. And you’ve got the cutest smile,” she flirted, gathering her backpack to go. “See you in class Tuesday.”

Kit sat there, grinning like a fool. I have a cute smile, she congratulated herself.

_______________

Aviation History instantly became Kit’s favorite class. Tuesdays and Thursdays, she could hardly wait to get out of bed. She even started waking Kieran up, instead of the other way around. Kieran knew something was up with her surrogate daughter, but since Kit hadn’t said exactly what had kicked her motivation into overdrive, Kieran was still wondering at the phenomenon. She had even caught Kit singing in the shower, something the younger woman never, ever did.

Then one Thursday evening, Emily came over to the house to study. Kieran came in from a late night with the Speaker’s Bureau, and Seven met her in the living room, grinning ear to ear. 

“Kit has a girlfriend,” Seven tattled, whispering. She pointed in the direction of the attic. “They’re upstairs studying.” She waggled her eyebrows when she said ‘studying’, as if it were a euphemism for sex.

Kieran’s face fell, then a slow, steady smile played across her lips. “Way to go, Kit,” she enthused softly. “Really? I wondered why she’s been little miss happy face lately,” Kieran chuckled. “What’s the girlfriend like?”

“Very pretty,” Seven said immediately. “She looks a bit like Rachel McVicker, only not as muscular, and her eyes are brown. She seems very polite. I think she was a little afraid of me, though,” Seven’ reported, her eyes dancing merrily. 

“Did you whip out your assimilation tubules?” Kieran teased.

“No, but I did show her my pain stick,” Seven laughed.

“It’s a good day to die,” Kieran echoed the old joke. “Should I go check on them? Make sure they’re clothed?”

“No, leave them alone,” Seven advised. “It’s not at that stage, yet. They are too busy making what Naomi calls moon-eyes at each other to be thinking about much else. Besides,” Seven sounded superior, “Kit is older than your wife. You can’t exactly tell her to be celibate,” Seven lectured, grinning triumphantly.

“Damn, you’re always throwing that in my face,” she scolded the former drone. 

“I saved you some dinner. Are you hungry?” Seven offered.

“Starving. I’m going to go say hi to Kit, though, first.”

“Mmm hmm. You want to check out the hot date,” Seven accused playfully.

Kieran nodded eagerly. “You know it, your Borgness.”

Kieran crept up the stairs, eavesdropping as she went. 

“No, I think that was Jonathan Archer, not the Vulcans,” Emily was saying to Kit.

“Are you sure?” Kit came back. “I thought professor Watson said the Vulcan coverts were exposed to the Andorians because of the Vulcan spy outpost.”

Emily sighed. “Let’s look it up, Samurai.”

Kieran came up the last step. “It was actually Jonathan Archer who helped the Andorians discover the Vulcan spy network,” she clarified for them. “Hi, sweetie.” She leaned down to give Kit a hug, and Orson a pat on the head. 

“KT, this is Emily Frazier. She’s in my Aviation History class,” she explained.

“So I gathered.” Kieran held out her hand. “Nice to meet you, Emily.”

Emily craned her neck to look up at the tall Commander. “You’re almost as tall as your statue,” she murmured. Then realizing her manners, she introduced herself. “Sorry, I never met a statue before,” she explained.

Kieran ignored the joke. “Kit, did you eat?”

“Hours ago. You’re really late. Did you recruit anybody good?” she asked, smiling with love for her adoptive parent.

“Nobody as stellar as you, kiddo. But then, you were a complete coup,” she bragged. “There were two kids I think are good candidates. We’ll see. I’m going to have a late dinner. You girls keep at the books. It sounds like you’re asking all the right questions. Emily, it was nice to meet you.”

Kieran left, wondering what they would say behind her back, but noting that Kit was very bright-eyed and happy, studying with the stunning young woman.

“She seems so nice,” Emily told Kit. “She just adores you.”

Kit blushed. “Yeah, it goes both ways.”

Emily boldly reached for Kit’s hand, lacing her fingers with Kit’s. “I understand her feeling that way,” she said so softly, Kit almost wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly. Emily leaned in toward Kit, brushing her lips briefly over Kit’s, faint as a whisper. 

Kit was surprised, but didn’t retreat. Instead she closed the distance between them a second time, kissing Emily much less tentatively. Sweet, so soft and so warm, Kit thought, so gentle. She felt Emily’s mouth open beneath hers, and it took her breath away. They kissed for long moments, and when Kit could no longer draw enough air to stave off dizzyness, she pulled away, and the two girls hugged each other, partly from sudden shyness, partly from the need to steady themselves.

Emily touched Kit’s hair, feeling the thick texture of it. She cupped the back of Kit’s head in her hand, and Kit could feel tingles everywhere her fingertips rested. Emily breathed gently against Kit’s cheek, kissing it. “I’ve been wanting to kiss you for at least two weeks,” she murmured.

Kit smiled. “Then why didn’t you before?”

“I guess I was afraid to,” she admitted. “And I was also hoping you’d kiss me, first,” she added.

Kit leaned her forehead against Emily’s. “I didn’t know, or I would have,” she promised. “I’ll make it up to you,” she offered, finding Emily’s lips once more. 

This time, there was no tentativeness, only gentle exploration, thundering pulses, and the quiet that surrounded them. Kit’s greatest fear, that she would instantly feel repulsed and remember her abuser, never came to be. She was, in that moment, aware only of Emily, of how lovely she was, and how receptive. When they finally parted again, breathless, Kit twined her fingers with Emily’s, and the touch was pure electricity. Kit marveled at the strange and wonderful quality of the sensation, as if every nerve in her body was attuned to their fingers, interlaced together. Emily stroked Kit’s fingers in her own, each mesmerized by the feeling, each staring at their hands, as if the awareness were a revelation. 

It makes me feel--complete, Kit realized. Just holding her hand. I can’t believe she wants to touch me, to be with me. 

They sat there for almost half an hour, neither speaking, watching their hands coming together tightly, then easing apart, feeling rather than thinking, lost in the simplicity of a meaningful touch. Kit looked into deep brown eyes, smiling. “You’re so pretty, Ems,” she said softly. “I don’t know this material because now instead of sleeping in class, I’m staring at you,” she murmured. 

Emily blushed faintly. “You are?”

Kit nodded emphatically. “Can’t help it. I try to listen, but it’s like there’s this buzzing in my head, whenever you’re next to me.”

Emily nodded, understanding. “Yes!” she agreed. “I hear it too. It’s like rushing water,” she said analytically. “Are we crazy?” she asked in a whisper.

Kit smiled warmly. “If we are, I don’t care,” she decided, taking Emily’s face in her hands and kissing her soundly.

__________________

Seven of Nine watched Kieran with fond amusement, knowing the thought processes churning in the Commander’s head. Kieran kept looking at the chronometer, thinking how late it was, then glancing up at the ceiling in the direction of Kit’s room, as if to say “why hasn’t Emily left yet, and should I go find out?”

Finally, Seven lay the PADD she was studying down, got up from her chair, and joined Kieran on the couch. “Are you going to send her home, or not?” she asked, a faint curl playing at the edge of her lips.

“Should I? I don’t know what to do, here, Seven. Kit’s almost eighteen. I was sexually active, at her age, and it’s none of my business if those two are fooling around, yet I feel like I should say something. Or do something,” she beseeched the former drone.

“Would you approve if they are sexually intimate?” Seven wanted to know.

Kieran thought it over, then nodded. “I think that would actually be a big step for Kit, to let someone be close to her that way. She’s been worried that she won’t be able to get past her conditioned fear and loathing, and be able to share that with someone. If she can share that with Emily, that would be a positive in her favor,” she decided. “However, love at their age is so consuming, and so confusing, and I don’t want Kit to get her heart broken,” Kieran worried.

Seven took Kieran’s hand. “She will most certainly get her heart broken, whether it is by Emily or someone else. It is not a matter of if, but when, don’t you think?”

“I suppose,” Kieran sighed. “God, I’d love to protect her, Seven, but I also know she has to live her life, and broken hearts come with the territory.”  Kieran thought awhile longer, then heaved herself up off the couch. “I’m going to tell Emily she can just stay over, since it’s so late,” she said resolutely.

She ascended the first flight of stairs, then the second. She listened at the top step, and heard nothing. God, don’t let me walk in on them, she prayed. She peeked inside Kit’s room, and the tableau before her moved her profoundly. Kit was studying a PADD, and Emily was asleep with her head in Kit’s lap, still holding Kit’s hand.

“Hey,” Kieran said softly, so as not to awaken Emily. “Should we wake her up and walk her home?”

Kit smiled softly down at her sweetheart. “I hate to wake her up,” she murmured. “Isn’t she beautiful when she sleeps?” she asked rhetorically.

“Why don’t you just have her sleep over, since it’s so late,” Kieran offered. “Do the pre-Academy kids have a curfew, or anything?”

Kit shook her head. “No, they get treated just like cadets. Nobody tells them when to come or go,” she said quietly.

Kieran sat down on the bed. “Not like living with me, huh?” she asked sheepishly. “Do I put too many parameters up?”

Kit shook her head. “Not at all, KT,” she assured her adoptive parent. “I’m glad you keep tabs on me. It’s kind of comforting, to think you care that much about me. I think I’m lucky,” she said sincerely. “Emily doesn’t have anyone to worry about her,” she added, touching her girlfriend’s raven hair.

“Why not? Where are her parents?” Kieran was concerned immediately.

“She doesn’t know. She grew up in foster homes—lots of them, and never any one place for very long. She says whoever her parents were, they didn’t want her. Is that just the saddest thing you’ve ever heard?” Kit’s face worked with intense protectiveness.

Kieran nodded. “That’s a shame. She seems like a perfectly lovely girl,” she assured her daughter. “You seem quite taken with her.”

“I guess I am,” Kit admitted, smiling mischievously.  “I didn’t see that coming,” she murmured. 

“Well, you can skip our morning workout, since you have company,” Kieran informed her. “But you’d better get some sleep, sweetie. It’s very late.” She stood to go.

Kit smiled. “KT?”

“Yeah, honey?” Kieran turned back.

“Aren’t you going to hug me?” she asked, injured.

Kieran smiled. At least that hadn’t changed overnight. “Of course I am, if you’ll still let me.” She wrapped her arms around the muscular girl. “I love you, Kit,” she whispered, kissing her hair. 

Kit sank comfortably into Kieran’s embrace. “I love you, too,” she echoed, clinging tightly to her surrogate mother.

Kieran tried to pull away but Kit held her there. 

“Thank you,” Kit said softly, kissing Kieran’s cheek.

Kieran hugged her again. “For what, sweetheart?” she asked despite the lump in her throat.

“For wanting me,” Kit supplied. “For giving me a wonderful home and a family that loves me. For being my foundation,” she settled on the best description.

Kieran closed her eyes, moved by Kit’s vulnerability. “I do want you, more than anything. I can’t wait for you to have my name,” she said fiercely. “And for everything I give you, you give me back tenfold what I’ve put out,” she assured her daughter. She sat back down, thinking hard. “Kit, if Emily doesn’t have a family, what is she doing over Spring Break? Campus is all but shut down,” Kieran said with concern.

“I don’t know. I know she was pretty sad when I told her we were going to Florida, but she didn’t mention her plans. I never really thought about it.” Kit frowned, wondering how Emily would eat, what she would do to keep busy. With the campus closed down, she would be on her own for food and necessities, and Kit knew Emily had very limited finances.

Kieran considered only a moment. “Would you like to invite her to come with us?”

Kit’s face lit up like a Christmas tree. “Could I? Oh, KT, that’d be so great,” she forgot to whisper, grabbing the Commander and hugging the daylights out of her, jostling Emily, who found herself trapped between two hugging women. She extricated herself from their embrace, sleepy and disoriented.

“Oh, gosh, look at the time,” she groaned, stretching and rubbing her eyes. “Did I fall asleep?” she asked, embarrassed.

Kieran touched the girl’s face. “Probably overworking yourself,” she noted, sounding as loving as she did when she talked to Kit. “Why don’t you stay the night, instead of losing an hour of sleep to walk back to your dorm?”

Emily instinctively leaned into Kieran’s hand. It had been ages since any adult had been affectionate with her. “That’d be nice,” she breathed. Then she looked at Kit. “If it’s okay with you,” she amended.

Kit nodded, smiling. “Of course it is.” 

“Okay. Do you guys need anything? Something to drink, or eat, or anything at all?” Kieran asked, getting back up again.

“I’m good,” Kit stated. “Ems, do you want anything?”

Emily shook her head. “No, but thanks for asking.” She smiled up at Kieran. “Can I borrow a t-shirt, Samurai? I don’t have anything to sleep in,” she amended.

Kit grinned. “I think I can come up with something. Whenever Naomi or I can’t find anything to wear, we steal something from Kieran,” she joked, gazing lovingly up at her mother.

Kieran rolled her eyes. “She’s not kidding Emily. Would you like one of my sweatshirts?”

Emily grinned, nodding. “I’d love that. Something with long sleeves, please. I get cold really easily,” she explained.

Kieran smiled. “Do you want one I’ve already worn, like Kit always does, or a clean one?” she joked, walking down the stairs to retrieve a shirt.

Emily cocked her head as Kieran left. “Why would you want to wear her dirty clothes?” she asked, puzzled.

“Because then the shirt smells like her,” Kit reasoned. “It makes me feel safer, closer. Like she’s right there with me,” she explained. “Does that sound totally stupid?” She hoped not.

Emily considered. “In that case, I’d like to wear your sweatshirt to sleep in.” She grabbed the knitted waistband of Kit’s shirt, pulling her in for a kiss.

Kit was only too happy to surrender her shirt, if it meant she got to kiss Emily again.

_________________

Kit McCallister shifted her weight on Emily Frazier’s bed, studying the starchart on her PADD. She held Emily around the waist, the two young women lying together, reading through their course material. Kit read through the information, memorizing the mapping methods, the terminology. She unconsciously kissed Emily’s cheek, then her throat, taking in the scent of her skin and her hair. Emily turned in Kit’s embrace, kissing her, star charts and aviation history forgotten for the moment. 

Emily broke the kiss and smiled at Kit, took her PADD and set it aside on the night table. She gazed into Kit’s golden eyes, touching her face, wordlessly reclaiming her kiss. Studying together always resulted in lengthy make-out sessions for the young women, who were exploring their attraction enthusiastically, if gradually. Kit loved to touch Emily, to feel her body fill with breath, to excite her with gentle lips over the sensitive areas of her throat. She wanted to do so much more, but there were nagging doubts rattling around in her head, clattering like silverware on the floor, reminding her that there was always a chance that something could trigger a flashback, a bad memory, an image of Kenneth McCallister pinning her to the bed and entering her. 

Everything she knew about sex she had learned in that abuse. Yet somehow, the knowledge and its application to Emily didn’t seem like a horrific thing. There were things that had felt good, and she wanted to give those things to Emily. She tugged the buttons of Emily’s blouse, moving them so that she was above her, kissing her deeply and opening her shirt. Kit wanted Emily’s breasts in her hands, in her mouth. Only that. Her thoughts did not extend beyond that one thing, because that had been the most pleasurable aspect of sex, for her. She could feel Emily’s response beneath her hands, the sudden pebbling of her nipples as Kit slid her hands over Emily’s bra. Emily breathed into their kiss, a subtle gasp that made Kit flush with heat.

Kit rolled them onto their sides, where she could brush Emily’s shirt from her shoulders, down her arms. But as if the movement had broken the spell, Emily clutched at her blouse, pushing Kit’s hands away, drawing the garment closed around herself again. She gazed at Kit, dark eyes apologetic, retreating. “I can’t. Not yet,” she said softly. “Please, don’t be mad at me.”

Kit was puzzled, but not angry. “Ems, it’s okay. I’m sorry if I pushed.” She kissed her gently. 

“No, you didn’t, it’s just—I’m not ready, yet. Okay?” she asked, fearful that she had distanced Kit emotionally, not just physically.

“Perfectly okay,” Kit assured her. “Can I hold you?” she asked, hoping she hadn’t frightened Emily away.

Emily nodded silently, moving into Kit’s arms. She lay with her head against Kit’s chest, listening to the steady beat of her heart. There were things Kit didn’t know about her, and she wasn’t ready to share them yet. She wasn’t certain she’d ever be ready.

_________________

It would be the last practice before Spring Break, and Kit was working just as hard as Kieran’s team, trying desperately to get better. Kieran had her hands full watching her own team, but she managed an occasional glance at Kit, and noted that Kit’s shooting accuracy was greatly improved. She also noticed that Shane Bilbrey, her star forward, was following Kit around from basket to basket, flirting with her. She moved closer to them, trying to listen in on their conversation.

Kit flipped an extra ball to Shane, then took her shot.

“Nice,” Shane complimented her, hand on her hip, dribbling with the other.

“Thanks, I’ve been working on that shot,” Kit said, grabbing the return ball.

“I wasn’t talking about your shot,” Shane said.

Kit did a double take. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me.” Shane took a lazy jog to the basket and laid the ball in off the glass. She grabbed the ball, and stood watching Kit, who was practicing her pull up jumpers. “Very fluid,” she commented. “Like you’re comfortable in your body. Are you?” she came out to guard Kit.

“Am I what?” Kit’s head was buzzing.

“Comfortable in your body,” she oozed innuendo. “I’d like to find out.” She stole the ball.

Kit was flabbergasted the the older woman was being so forward, and even more stunned that she would be flirting with Kit. “I’m comfortable with myself,” she replied, uneasy with the turn the conversation had taken.

“Are you still seventeen, McCallister?” Shane asked, missing a three.

“Yes,” Kit answered. “How old are you?”

Shane laughed. “Too old to do what I’m thinking with you.” She winked. “When will you be eighteen?”

“Second of April.” Kit did a cross over dribble and hit a bank shot. She went up to get the ball, and Shane moved in closer to her, grabbing her jersey.

“I’d like to take you out on your birthday,” she said in a deep voice. 

Kit gave her a quizzical look. “I’m going to be with my family on my birthday,” she reasoned, not entirely following that Shane was coming on to her. Kit had no recollection whatsoever of the night she and Shane had practically had sex in Shane’s quad.

Shane laughed derisively. “Then how about the next night?”

Kieran had had enough. She stepped in between them, shoving Shane back a foot. “How about you get your head into practice, and out of the gutter, Bilbrey? How’d you like to warm the bench for the tournament?”

Shane gave her a look of cold condescension. “Sorry, Coach,” she said, though it was obvious she was not sorry.

Kieran stormed away, annoyed.

“Hey kid,” Shane persisted, waggling her eyebrows. “Don’t you remember the night you got drunk?”

Kit shook her head. “Not really.”

“You were all over me,” Shane reminded her. “You’d have torn my clothes off, if I had let you.”

Kit forgot to pick up her dribble. “You’re lying,” she accused.

“Ask Penny.” She jerked her head in the other girl’s direction. “She saw it.”

Shane only laughed as Kit walked off the court and into the locker room. Kit felt her heart thundering in her chest, and tried to remember that night. She vaguely recalled deep tongue kissing Shane at some party. Oh, God, she realized, she’s not lying. Did I do anything else? She resolved to ask Penny the first chance she could. 

 _____________________

Emily Frazier had grown up in California, shuffled from foster home to foster home all over Los Angeles. LA had been an endless ocean of concrete. Florida was a vast wilderness of marsh, haunted by towering Cypress trees thick with hanging moss, and populated by streets that had rustic names like “Rattlesnake Hammock” and “Alligator Alley”. She had never seen so many birds in one place. The Everglades fascinated her, and Kit was only too happy to show her everything she had learned from Kieran and Kieran’s parents.

Naomi and Kieran were too lost in each other to pay much attention to the fledgling couple, it had been so long since the Wildmans had had any time alone. They made sure the girls were settled in for the tour of the wetlands, and then promptly took a seat in the back of the transport vessel, where they could get reacquainted. They looked at each other as if they were starving, the passion and the suppressed need smoldered so intensely between them. It was all Kieran could do not to take Naomi then and there, she wanted her so fiercely.

Gerry Thompson did his level best to ignore the fact that his daughter’s wife was sitting in Kieran’s lap, kissing his daughter as if they were completely alone. If he found the sight disturbing, he covered it well, turning his attentions to Emily’s frequent and eager questions. Finally, when it became clear that Kieran and Naomi were going to be no good to anyone until they had some time together, the befuddled man drove them to the house on the preserve. He took Kieran aside, told her to take her wife to bed, and assured her that he and Kieran’s mother would keep the girls entertained for a couple of hours.

Kieran blushed and stuttered at the blunt edict from her father. “Dad, I’m sorry, we’re behaving badly,” she apologized. “I should be more restrained,” she began.

“Starfish,” he interrupted her, cupping her cheek in one hand. “You’re in love, not even married a year, and raising a teenager. I’m old, but I remember what that feels like. It’s fine. Please, don’t fret, and don’t be flustered. Just spend some time with your wife, and make it quality time, and don’t give it another thought.”

Kieran nodded. “Thanks, Daddy. I haven’t seen her in weeks, for more than dinner or a short conversation.”

Gerry waved the two women away, rejoining his adoptive granddaughter, his wife, and Kit’s girlfriend. 

“Where are they going?” Violet wanted to know.

“I asked them to do a couple of things around the preserve. They’ve had this tour before,” he lied. “And I want some time alone with my future granddaughter,” he added. “How about if we take a quick flight to the Keys, and show you the coral reef from the air?” he offered.

Kit and Emily nodded enthusiastically. Kit knew quite well what Gerry had told Kieran to go do, and she finally understood where Kieran’s parenting aptitude came from. She already loved her grandfather, for that if nothing else.

_______________

Kieran scooped Naomi into her arms the second the transport had launched, carrying her to the guest bedroom. Naomi squealed with delight when Kieran told her what Gerry had said.

“He actually said that?” Naomi asked, disbelieving. “He said ‘take your wife to bed’?” she demanded, eight shades of red in her cheeks.

“He did,” Kieran confirmed, laying her down on the bed, already undressing her. “And I am,” she added, kissing Naomi deeply. 

The heat between them was so strong that they tore clothing getting it off. The first coupling was fiery and immediate, and so fierce it was almost frightening to both women. Once the urgency abated slightly, they joined again, tenderly and passionately, the jagged edge of desperation dulled.  

“I’ve missed you,” Kieran whispered, taking Naomi’s thighs into her hands, pressing her face gently into her wife’s sex. “God, I love you, Na,” she murmured, devouring her feverishly.

Naomi tangled her fingers roughly in Kieran’s hair, holding Kieran’s face to her folds, to avoid any interruption in Kieran’s ministrations. She groaned in rhythm with Kieran’s tongue, her vocalizations sharp and demanding, growing more urgent with each touch. Her need was too much, and she begged for more, not caring if she sounded wanton or vulgar when she demanded that Kieran take her, fill her, fuck her. Kieran filled every opening with thrusting fingers, and Naomi’s desire broke over them like a thunderstorm, shaking both women with its fury. 

Before the waves had even begun to subside, Naomi had dug the SED from her travel bag, affixed it to herself, and pushed Kieran down on the bed.

Kieran looked up at her wife with a slight aura of fear. “Naomi,” she warned, “I’ve never been penetrated before—please,” she sounded worried, “don’t hurt me.” 

Naomi kissed her deeply, tongues entwined, fingers exploring wet warmth. “I would never hurt you, KT,” she assured her. “I’m sorry if I got a little carried away. If you don’t want me to do this, I won’t,” she started to remove the phallus.

“No, wait.” Kieran held her hands. “I didn’t say you couldn’t. Just be careful, that’s all.”

Naomi nodded. “Okay. Don’t worry, honey. This isn’t much bigger than Sholten,” she indicated the artificial device. “And even though you don’t remember it, I’m sure she penetrated you.” She looked worried now. “Are you sure you want to try this?”

“Haven’t you been dying to do it?” Kieran knew it was Naomi’s strongest fantasy. “You’ve been talking dirty to me about it for weeks,” she shuddered, remembering some of their more intimate conversations. 

Naomi flushed with desire, recalling the frequent verbal seductions. “I do want to. I don’t even know why it gets me so excited, but the idea just makes me rabid,” she admitted. “I think because we can make love and be face to face, and have our hands free to hold each other, but still be touching intimately,” she decided. “And because it’s so intense when you do it to me,” she added. “I’m sorry if I just assumed it was okay. We’ve talked about it so much, I thought we were in agreement.”

Kieran lay beneath her, looking into hazel eyes so filled with love, and now remorse, that it made her own heart break. “Honey, we are on the same page. Please,” she breathed deeply, releasing her fears, “make love to me,” she requested, drawing Naomi down onto her. She opened her legs and grasped Naomi’s small, firm buttocks, guiding her to intromission.

Naomi gasped from the sensation of being pulled in, of being surrounded by tight, wet, muscular walls. “God, Kieran,” she groaned, “now I know why it makes you so crazy,” a guttural sound came from the back of her throat, and she had to fight for control. “Are you okay?”

Kieran lifted her legs, wriggling to find a comfortable angle of penetration. “I’m okay, but I need you to move, Na,” she raised her hips against Naomi, willing the sharpness to subside.

Naomi rested her weight on her arms, easing back and pushing forward again. “Like that?”

Kieran nodded. “I need to get used to it,” she supplied, moving in counter balancing strokes with her wife. “It’s different than what I’m used to,” she offered. She sighed, shifting her position again. “That’s better—that’s—oh, God,” she gasped as the pleasure finally asserted itself, “oh, Naomi, that’s good.” She moved beneath her wife, feeling the pressure and the sweetness welling from inside her. “It’s so—God, it burns, it’s so—hot,” she panted. “Don’t stop,” she urged, moving harder against Naomi’s thrusting. 

Naomi found a comfortable rhythm, one that Kieran could match. The motion made Kieran dizzy, made her ache inside with the increasing friction, a delicious, full bodied desire that she was stunned by. She wrapped her legs around the small of Naomi’s back, arching into every thrust, head thrown back and lips dark with the primal quality of the encounter. “Na,” she cried out sharply, “God, yes, yes,” she urged her on, body slick with sweat and legs taut with tension. Naomi moved with utter control, trying not to let her own pleasure dictate the encounter, but Kieran’s words spurred her own need, and she was swept away by it. Her movements intensified in strength and in tempo, and it pushed Kieran over the edge, the blessed edge where heat and light exploded between her legs and gave her repeated release, coming against Naomi with a sudden frenzy, pulling the smaller woman into her with her hands, so forcefully Naomi thought her back might break. Naomi thrust in quick, short, jerking motions as she came in reply to Kieran’s orgasm, the clutching of Kieran’s walls wringing the response from her as she collapsed heavily onto her wife.

Kieran held her, panting and slightly sore, but sated. “Naomi,” she whispered, kissing her hair. “Oh, my sweet, sweet love,” she sighed, feeling the tears threatening. 

Naomi disengaged from her wife, removing the device and curling around Kieran protectively. “Did I hurt you?” she asked softly, willing her eyes to focus, but noting that her visual field pulsed with her heartbeat.

“No, and I should have known you wouldn’t,” Kieran apologized. “I was just suddenly scared. But you were perfect, as you always are with me.”

“I love you, Kieran, more than anything. Always, and only you.”

“Truly, Na?” she asked softly, letting the tears come. “I was starting to think, maybe, you didn’t miss me at all. You haven’t been home in so long.”

Naomi sighed, kissing Kieran’s forehead. “I’m sorry, honey. I know I’ve been really preoccupied. But it’s so hard to balance everything. Staying at the top of my class is murder,” she said, frustrated. “On one hand, I’d rather get B’s and come home to you every weekend, but then I know how disappointed you’d be if I fell from the Valedictorian spot,” she explained. 

Kieran rolled onto one side, gazing intently at her wife. “I don’t expect you to be the top of your class, Naomi. I wouldn’t be disappointed in you, not ever. All that’s important is that you’re happy with your performance. If you’re happy with B’s, then that’s good enough for me. Where did you ever get the idea I expect you to graduate first in your class?”

Naomi kissed her softly. “Don’t you? You did,” she pointed out.

Kieran laughed. “Is that what this has been about? You’ve worked nights and weekends and probably on the toilet, too, because you think I expect you to graduate first in your class?” she was incredulous. “I never said anything like that, Naomi.”

“But you did it. How could you accept less from me?” she was confused.

“Honey,” Kieran tugged them over, taking Naomi in her arms. “Do you know what being Valedictorian gets you?”

Naomi shook her head, searching Kieran’s eyes.

“A brass plaque on a wall. That’s it. It’s something to stick on your resume. I can’t say it ever did anything to help my career, or to impress anyone. In fact, the Salutatorian of my class outranks me, now. She’s a Captain. The man who graduated fourth in my class is an Admiral. Class rank means nothing. What counts is the quality of your experience, which you gained tons of on Voyager, and the friends you make at the Academy. The book learning is well and good, but the subculture of the Academy is the important thing, Na.”

Naomi sank into Kieran’s arms, relieved. “So if I graduate eighth or fiftieth, you’ll still love me? You won’t think I’m a failure?”

Kieran rolled over on top of her, peering down into her eyes. “You are my wife. I will love you until I cease to draw breath. You are an amazing woman, and I could never see you as a failure. I don’t care if you graduate last. So if that’s all that’s stopping you from coming home, don’t let it.” She kissed Naomi fiercely. “And for God’s sake, if you’re going to stay on campus every night, go to a few parties, get to know your classmates, have a social life. I certainly did,” she laughed. 

Naomi sighed. “I’d rather just come home. I’ve been a wreck, all semester, trying to compete with all these other cadets, thinking you’d be so proud if I graduated first.” She shook her head ruefully.

“That’s what happens when we never see each other,” Kieran contended. “Miscommunication. We spend all our time having sex over the comm system, and we stop talking about important things. Let’s have sex in person, and then we can really talk when we’re talking, okay?” she pleaded.

“Would you be terribly disappointed if I don’t live in the quad next year? I know most cadets stay through senior year, but I feel like I’ve missed so much being gone. Most of our first year of marriage, I’ve spent in libraries and classrooms. And I missed Kit, all the great things you’ve done with her, and the progress she’s made. I want to learn my coursework, Kieran, but I want my life back with you. I can’t stand being apart all the time. I need you to hold me at night, and I need to be able to roll over at three in the morning and coax you into making love with me, just because we can, and I need to wake up next to you and see that slow, sexy smile you give me when you’ve been loved well and truly.” She hugged her wife. “Please, let me come home,” she begged. “I miss you. I need you. I want to be with you again.”

Kieran held her tenderly, kissing her thick, fragrant hair, the welling in her chest overwhelming. “Honey, please come home,” she agreed. “I can’t take anymore. I wanted to do this for you, to be strong for you, but I need you with me. I can’t bear the distance and the loneliness and the agony of never being able to touch you.”

Naomi clung to her, letting her own tears come. “I’m moving home as soon as we get back. I’m so sorry I put us through this, KT. And I’m sorry I left you alone to deal with Kit.”

Kieran cradled her as if her body were the most sacred thing entrusted to Kieran. “Seven has been great. She’s a huge help. I don’t know how we’re going to get by without her when she ships out.” 

“That’s something else I’ve missed. Seven will be going away for who knows how long, and I’ve spent less than an hour with her since Christmas break,” Naomi lamented. “And Geejay. God, I hate this,” she hissed, smacking the bed. “I want my family in one piece. That’s the worst part of Starfleet,” she declared.

Kieran nodded. “I know, baby, but when you’re done with school, we can all be together again, maybe. I know it’s not likely, but I can hope,” she stated. “Now I hate to say it, but we have to get dressed, before we get caught bare assed by our teenaged daughter and her girlfriend. Let’s take a shower, so we don’t smell like sex.” She grinned sheepishly at her wife.

Naomi nodded. “Okay. But only if I get to soap you head to toe, with long layovers at the interesting destinations,” she flirted. 

“Deal,” Kieran agreed. 

_______________________

Kit and Emily got the grand tour of south Florida, a late lunch at the best Tikki Bar on Key West, and t-shirts from a souvenir vendor, all courtesy of Gerry and Violet Thompson. When the foursome got back to the preserve, Kieran and Naomi were properly attired, freshly washed, and feeling back to normal. They sat together on the couch, holding hands, but without the looks of desperation and without pawing at each other.

“Hi you guys,” Kieran greeted them as they trooped in the door. “Did you have fun?”

Emily came over to the two women seated on the couch, dropping cross legged in the floor. “It was so beautiful,” she enthused. “You were so lucky getting to grow up here,” she breathed appreciatively. “We saw alligators, and pelicans, and dolphins, and a shark, and we saw seagulls and egrets and ospreys and herons, and too many others to name. We saw a real coral reef!” she enthused. “Didn’t we Kit?”

Kit joined her girlfriend in the floor, grinning. “Yep. All that,” she agreed, thinking Emily was the most adorable woman on the planet. “And we had grouper sandwiches for lunch,” she added. 

Kieran grinned. “Sounds like a full day to me. How about if we go meet the kids?” She meant the manatees. “Get your swim suits on and we’ll go for a swim with them.” She watched both girls’ faces light up.

Kit ran to the back bedroom, changing into her suit in less than a minute. “Come on, Ems,” she called to her friend, who was still sitting in the living room.

“Um—okay,” she returned, seeming suddenly reluctant. “I’ll be right back,” she said to Naomi and Kieran.

Kit waited in the bedroom for her, watching expectantly, then realized Emily wasn’t changing. “Is something wrong?”

Emily crossed her arms. “I don’t want to strip naked in front of you. The first time you see me naked, it’s going be for a better reason than going swimming with some walrus,” she scolded.

Kit grinned at her girlfriend’s mock ire, moving over to her. She kissed her persuasively. “They’re manatees, not walruses,” Kit corrected. “And I didn’t know you were planning on letting me see you naked, for any reason,” she flirted. “But I’m glad you’ve given it so much thought,” she teased.

Emily blushed. “That didn’t come out the way I intended it to. Go away, Samurai.” She pushed her toward the door.

“You’re sure I can’t stay and watch?” Kit waggled her eyebrows.

Emily picked a pillow up off the bed, threatening to launch it. Kit laughed and closed the door behind her.

Emily emerged from the back bedroom in her swim suit and Kit’s sweatshirt pulled over the bodice. “Okay, let’s go.” She smiled.

“Ems,” Kit shook her head, “it’s like eighty five degrees out. You don’t want to wear a sweatshirt, you’ll swelter,” she said gently. 

“No, it’s fine,” Emily insisted. “I wore it all morning,” she argued.

Kit shrugged. “Okay, but it’s really hot in the preserve. No trees for shade.” She took Emily’s hand, and peered down at her, as if to ask ‘is it okay if I hold your hand?’ Emily smiled warmly, squeezing her fingers, and they walked out of the house that way. 

Naomi looked at Kieran. “They are so cute together,” she said softly, so the girls wouldn’t hear. “I really like Emily.” She took Kieran’s hand. “If they get to hold hands, we do,” she declared, winking at her wife.

The four women went to the docks, and Kieran called for Bessie. Before long, the corpulent beast came lumbering through the salt water, flat gray tail propelling her gracefully along.

“Oh my gosh!” Emily’s eyes got huge. “Look at how big she is!” She scooted around the side of the pen, meeting the manatee as she swam up. Kieran followed the girl and the marine mammal.

“This is Bessie,” Kieran introduced Emily. “She’s the oldest manatee in the park. We think she’s over eighty years old,” she reported.

“She’s gigantic.” Emily knelt on the pier. “Oh God, Kieran, what’s wrong with her?” she demanded. “Her back is all scarred.”

Kieran nodded. “Boat propeller. A lot of manatees were injured by boats and fishermen, before the locals were required to go to inboard propulsion systems. Now there are no propellers, but poor Bessie got the brunt of a boat running right over her.”

“And she survived that?” Emily was aghast. “Poor thing.” She reached out and remarkably, Bessie came right up to her. “Ooooh,” she gasped, “she feels so strange.” She stroked the marred flesh. “I won’t hurt her, will I?” she jerked her hand back from the propeller marks.

“Not at all,” Kieran assured her. “Bessie loves to be scratched, don’t you girl?” She rubbed the manatee’s back with her fingernails. “Do you want to get in the water with her?”

Emily nodded enthusiastically, then hesitated. “Can I keep my sweatshirt on?”

Kieran thought it an odd request. “You really shouldn’t, Emily. It’ll get very heavy in the water, and it will tire you out. It’s dangerous.”

Kit was listening to the exchange, puzzled. 

“I think I’ll sit this one out,” Emily decided.

Kit looked at her in disbelief. “Ems.” She knelt down beside her girlfriend, touching her arm. “All you’ve talked about for a week is swimming with her,” she said softly. “And now you don’t want to ? She’s really gentle, she won’t hurt you,” Kit assured her.

“Can I talk to you a second, in private?” Emily asked. 

Kit nodded, and Kieran excused herself. “What is it, sweetie?” she asked the dark haired girl.

She hesitated, mustering her courage. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you, Kit. God, this is so awful,” she sighed. “I don’t want anyone to see my back,” she admitted, eyes fixed on the ground. “It looks a lot worse than Bessie’s. I mean, a lot worse. It’s embarrassing,” she said, her voice hinting at desperation.

“Did you get run over by a boat, too?” Kit tried for some levity, touching Emily’s face.

Emily wasn’t smiling. “No. I got run over by foster mother number eight,” she said seriously. “That’s why I wouldn’t let you take my shirt off, the other night when we were making out,” she said quietly. “I didn’t want you to be repulsed.”

“Oh, Ems,” Kit said piteously, heart lurching in her chest. She kissed Emily gently. “I could never be repulsed by you. Please, it’s really okay. Nobody will think anything of it, especially not me, sweetie,” she promised.

Emily was clearly torn. She wanted to get in that water, and Bessie was waiting. She sighed in resignation. “I warned you, Kit. It’s gross,” she advised. “But I want to do this, and I guess I can’t hide forever. I’ll completely understand, though, if you never want to touch me again,” she said sadly. She took a deep breath and removed the sweatshirt, dropping it on the dock. 

Kit pointed to the edge of the pier. “The ladder is over there. Climb in really slowly, and ease yourself away from the dock, so Bessie doesn’t get scared, okay Ems?” she asked softly.

Emily’s eyes were deeply pained. “Okay, Samurai.” She turned her back to Kit, walking to the ladder. Kit had to bite her lip not to gasp at the morass of criss-crossed scarring that marred what would have otherwise been a perfect back. Kit could only think of how much pain it must have cost Emily, and how deep and severe the wounds must have been to leave such thick, angry keloiding. 

Emily got to the ladder, turning back towards Kit to descend it, but before she could start down it, Kit caught her by the shoulders, looking into her eyes. “I think you’re beautiful, Ems,” she said softly, her mouth dry as desert. “And I love you.” She enfolded her in careful arms, sliding her hands over the abused flesh, kissing Emily deeply.

Emily leaned her forehead against Kit’s. “You do?” she asked fearfully.

“Yeah, I do,” Kit told her certainly.

Emily hugged her then, not caring that Kit’s parents were two feet away. “I love you, too, Samurai. Let’s go swimming.” She took Kit’s hand, tugging her to the ladder.

__________________

Naomi and Kieran lay in bed, Naomi’s head on Kieran’s chest, slow tears streaming down her alabaster cheeks. “Why, KT? Why do people treat children so badly?” she demanded. “Kit and Emily are wonderful people, intelligent and sensitive and kind, and they’ve been shown nothing but contempt and torture,” she said angrily. 

“I know, honey,” Kieran sighed, wishing for a better world. “I thought Kit handled the situation remarkably well. She was so loving, and nurturing, and she hid her reaction better than I hid mine,” she admitted regretfully. “I think both of them are stronger than you or I will ever be, Na. Emily’s mother must had beaten her half to death.”

“I wonder if Starfleet Medical could do anything for her, after all the years of neglect? I wonder why she never went for treatment?” Naomi wiped her tears away, though she felt sick inside.

“Her foster mother probably made her hide the abuse. Emily probably had to choose between changing families again to send the woman to jail, or staying where at least, things weren’t worse.”

Naomi blanched. “How could they have been worse?” she snapped.

“She could’ve been repeatedly raped, like Kit,” Kieran said softly. “I think that’s worse.”

Naomi nodded. “Maybe. Kit’s scars are all emotional ones. But Emily can’t even hide hers, not really.”

Kieran sighed. “I wonder how she managed to hide the damage when they did her physical at the Academy? She told Kit she’s never let anyone see her back until today. I think I’ll talk to Kate Pulaski, hypothetically, just to see if scars that are so old can be ameliorated. If the Doctor removed my mating scars, maybe there’s a chance Emily’s could be improved, if not removed entirely.”

“I shudder to think what Emily must have been beaten with,” Naomi willed away the images. “God, my life has been so easy,” she realized. 

Kieran laughed derisively. “Oh yeah, Na. You only lost your mother and father, got kidnapped and dissected by aliens, went from age ten to fifty in a matter of months, and got handed a terminal illness—all in a span of twelve years. You’ve had a cakewalk.”

“I’ve always been loved and cared for. Samantha saw to that, and then the Moms. And now you. Nothing can compare to the horror those two have been through.”

“Yeah, but now it gets easier for them. They found each other. And they are going to be so bonded to each other, whether they stay lovers or not. They’ll be friends until they die, just like B’Elanna and me.”

______________________

Kit closed the door to the guest bedroom behind her, teeth freshly brushed and wearing a sweatshirt she pilfered from Emily. 

Emily smiled slowly from beneath the covers. “I recognize that shirt,” she chided Kit. “You’ve been going through my dirty clothes bag,” she accused.

Kit grinned unabashedly. “Yep. And it smells just like you,” she agreed happily, burying her nose in the sleeve. 

“There’s something truly perverse about taking a shower and putting on a dirty shirt, Samurai,” she admonished, shaking her head. “But if it means you want to feel surrounded by me, and my scent, I guess I can live with the perversity,” she decided.

Kit took off her chrono and other jewelry, placing them on the dresser. “I wanted to dispell any misconceptions you might have that I don’t want to touch you anymore. I want to touch you so much, I’m wearing your dirty clothes.” She smiled softly. “Ems, are you cold?” She noticed her girlfriend had the comforter pulled high around her neck.

Emily shook her head. “Not a bit.”

“Then why do you have the covers to your ears?” Kit laughed.

Emily slowly pulled the covers down, revealing her naked body. “I told you if I let you see me naked, it’d be for a better reason than swimming.” She gazed up at Kit, who had silently moved to the side of the bed. She held out her hand, and Kit took it. “I’ve put you off sexually because I was afraid to let you look at me,” she admitted. “Not because I didn’t want you, or because I wasn’t ready.”

Kit stood there, mesmerized by the sight of Emily’s nakedness. “You want to make love with me?” she asked, voice almost nonexistent.

Emily looked up at her, deep brown eyes sincere and full of trust and love. “Yes.”

Kit wordlessly stripped away her shirt and underwear, letting Emily watch. She crept into bed beside her, moving over her. “I love you, Ems,” she whispered, kissing her gently, perfectly, easing her body down onto the smaller girl’s. 

The shock of soft flesh on flesh made them both gasp faintly with surprise at how incredibly good it felt to finally be exposed to one another. Emily reached for the top sheet, pulling it up over them, then letting her fingers stroke the contours of Kit’s well-muscled back. Kit arched with the faint touch, aware of every place their bodies were pressed together, acutely attuned to the caresses playing over her shoulders. Kit brushed her fingers lightly over Emily’s arms, awed at the softness of her skin, at the paleness contrasted against Kit’s own darker complexion.

Emily parted Kit’s lips with her tongue, exploring tentatively, retreating then pressing her advantage again. Kit breathed into Emily’s kiss, unable to remember when anything had felt so right. She touched Emily’s face with her fingertips, tracing the outline of her jaw with an outstretched finger, captivated by the way that Emily looked at her, lost in dark brown eyes. They kissed deeply, heatedly, neither wanting to rush or to miss anything along the way.

Kit tugged at Emily’s bottom lip with careful teeth, and Emily responded by running the tip of her tongue around the delicate curve of Kit’s upper lip. The bold eroticism of the gesture left Kit breathless and aching, a needful sensation growing stronger in her with every passing second. Emily moved beneath her, restless and urgent, offering herself to Kit’s hands. Kit filled her palms with firm breasts, lightly caressing the nipples. Emily’s breath quickened perceptibly, and Kit’s touch became more confident, more insistent. She kissed Emily’s face, nuzzling so that Emily turned her head, exposing her throat. Kit kissed and sucked the soft flesh at her pulse point. Emily shivered, drew a shaking breath, scratched softly at Kit’s buttocks. 

Kit made a pained sound in the back of her throat as fingernails grazed the swell of her ass, but her face showed no hint of anything unpleasant. Emily smiled, kissing her again, this time more forcefully. Kit balanced over Emily’s smaller frame, felt the intrusion of Emily’s thigh between her legs, and realized she was wet where Emily’s quadriceps pressed into her.

Emily gasped as she felt the liquid bathing her skin, drew her leg more tightly against Kit’s sex, felt Kit move against her and heard Kit’s sudden intake of breath at the heat and piercing pleasure. Kit focused her mind, disciplining her breaths, subduing the raging need that threatened her composure. She kissed Emily passionately, no longer gentle, demanding Emily’s full attention in the ferocity of the kiss. She kissed Emily’s chin, her throat, her chest, her lips becoming velvet and delicate as she descended, enclosing a nipple in her mouth as she moved. Emily dug her fingers into Kit’s back unintentionally, and Kit smiled around a distended tip, fluttering her tongue over it. Emily whimpered, suddenly aware of her own need, no longer determined to see how wet she could make Kit. Kit held Emily’s breasts in either hand, kissing each in turn, suckling gently, listening as Emily’s breathing became more shallow. She shuddered beneath careful lips, sighed into the pillow as Kit lavished attention on her nipples, forgot to worry about her body, her vulnerability, or anything other than the intensely pleasurable pulling and stroking. 

Kit rested on her forearms, returning to kisses and nips along the sloping, sensual line of Emily’s throat, and balancing on her knees she parted Emily’s thighs with her own legs, reaching between them with one hand, cupping Emily’s folds. Emily lifted her hips, groaning faintly, pressing her mons into Kit’s palm. Kit moved onto her side, giving herself room to touch her lover, easing down Emily’s body far enough to reclaim her breasts. She ran her fingers over the soft flesh of Emily’s inner thighs, feeling the warm wetness that blanketed them. She rubbed gently at Emily’s labia, listening to her restrained response, knowing the dark-eyed woman was fighting the urge to cry out at the directness of the caress. Kit parted her fleshy lips with one finger, exploring the sensitve opening without penetrating it. Emily bit her lip, moved her hips to bring Kit’s finger closer to where she wanted it, lifted her buttocks to force the contact. Kit realized suddenly what Emily wanted, where she wanted to be touched.

Kit climbed back up the length of Emily’s slender, responsive body, kissing her once more, rolling her onto her back again, then easing one careful finger from the seeping opening to Emily’s distended clitoris, brushing over it gently, coating it with fluid, touching it delicately. Emily jolted once, then drew her legs up, giving Kit easier access to the aching nub. She panted her need into Kit’s mouth, felt the tension building deep inside her. “Kit,” she gasped, “oh, oh, Kit.”

Kit tore her mouth away, looking down at her. “Look at me, Ems,” she ordered her. Emily opened her eyes obediently. “I love you, Emily,” she said, stroking more firmly. Emily saw the love and the passion in Kit’s expression, and came forcefully, her hips lifting off the bed and her body shaking with the brief, sharp release. 

“Kit,” she whispered, eyes closing against her will. “I love you, Samurai,” she kissed her fiercely, her body liquid in supportive arms, her breathing labored and breaking.

“God, Ems,” Kit kissed her fervently, “you’re so beautiful.” She kissed her forehead, holding her tightly. 

Emily rested against her momentarily, clinging to her, regathering her strength and her sense of grounding. She pushed Kit down on the bed, hands planted on her shoulders, kissing her tenderly. “Teach me to do that to you,” she whispered to the golden-eyed woman. “I want to learn,” she said sincerely.

Kit smiled into their kisses. “Ems,” she said fondly. “I was just guessing, following your body,” she explained.

Emily grinned. “Everything you did felt good.”

“Then that’s a good place to start,” Kit encouraged her.

Emily was much more tentative, lacking any previous experience, and her shyness actually inflamed Kit more than if she had been bold. Kit had never been touched with such gentleness, such exquisite tenderness, and it heightened her already acute arousal to the point of raging need. Emily’s fingers explored the hidden places with considered patience, making a mental survey of all the ways Kit seemed to enjoy being touched. When Emily had a rudimentary understanding of what felt good to her partner, she settled into her, loving her with one hand and cradling her upper body in her other arm.

Kit exhaled with a loud hissing sound as Emily touched her, the slick heat of her finger creating a delicious pulsing at the apex of Kit’s muscular thighs. As is often the case with inexperienced lovers, Kit had little understanding of how to control the building sensation, and when she climaxed, it was brief and sudden, and she gasped her surprise into Emily’s mouth, kissing her firmly, body shuddering. She grabbed Emily’s hand to stop the motion of her touch, unable to take further stimulation, and they moved into each other’s arms, kissing and reeling from the gravity of what they had done.

Kit cuddled her close, brain flooded with relief. I didn’t think about him. Maybe because Emily isn’t anything like him? 

“Ems,” Kit whispered reverently, “I can’t believe it,” she sighed, nuzzling Emily’s throat, her ear, her hair.

“Believe what, Samurai?” she sighed happily.

“I can’t believe you want me,” she admitted, feeling like she would cry any second.

Emily kissed her repeatedly, as if to assert how much she indeed, wanted Kit. “I was thinking the same thing about you,” she said softly. “Your body is so perfect, so flawless. Your skin is just so incredible,” she whispered. “How could you be so unblemished, after growing up the way you did?” Her eyes searched Kit’s, uncomprehending. “Did they rush you to a doctor every time?”

Kit had never told her the truth of her abuse. Emily only knew from the PSA that Kit had been taken from her abuser, and that she lived with Kieran. 

Kit averted her eyes. “They never beat me, Ems,” she said fearfully. “Not like your family did to you,” she sounded apologetic. “My uncle—from the time I was eight—made me have sex with him,” she admitted, shamefaced. “I probably should have told you before we slept together,” she realized suddenly how appalled Emily must be. “Kieran found out because I got pregnant. And she helped me turn him in, and terminate the pregnancy.” Kit rolled away from her, unable to bear the look of pity in Emily’s dark brown eyes. 

Emily contoured her body to Kit’s backside, holding her. “I’m sorry, Sam,” she whispered. “Oh, God, I must have shocked the hell out of you, just throwing off the covers and offering myself like that,” she breathed. “I’m so sorry.”

Kit turned in her arms. “No, don’t be,” she assured her. “It was amazing, how brave you were,” she offered admiringly. “And it was exactly what I needed to get past my own fear. I’m so happy, Ems—I made love with you, and I never once thought about my abuse or my abuser. You have no idea how scared I’ve been that I wouldn’t be able to be sexual without freaking out.” She kissed her tenderly. “Everything you did was so gentle,” she said, astonished by it. Then fearfully she asked “Do you still want to be my lover, even knowing my past?”

Emily gave her a look of pure bewilderment. “Why wouldn’t I want to ?” she asked, disbelieving.

Kit bit her lip. “Because you weren’t my first,” she whispered, ashamed.

Emily kissed her passionately, willing her to be healed through the intimacy, crying out inwardly for the pain her lover had endured. “We were each other’s first,” she insisted. “Had you ever made love before? I hadn’t,” she accentuated the distinction between making love and having sex.

Kit looked into the most incredibly loving eyes she could imagine. “No, I never made love with anyone before you,” she agreed.

“Even if you had,” Emily assured her, “I’d still want to be with you.” She kissed her in confirmation. “I love you, Kit, so much I feel like I could burst from it.” She touched Kit’s face with her fingertips.

Kit kissed her deeply, enthralled by the newness of their love. “I love you, too, Ems,” she promised. “With all my heart.” 

Kit smiled, thinking Kieran had been right when she told her that when the right person came along, there would be no fear, no panic, no hesitation. She moved Emily onto her back, intent upon making love to her again, and the rest of the night, until their strength failed them. Emily welcomed her with open arms, drawing her down, already needing Kit’s touch again.

__________________

Kieran stirred from sleep, contented to find Naomi curled around her. She wondered what had made her awaken, and then heard the sound. I am so in tune with that kid, I know when she's awake, she realized. She turned to face her wife, kissing her gently. 

"Na?" she said softly.

"Mmm?" Naomi was barely coherent.

"Kit's up and I'm going to go check on her. I'll be back soon." She kissed Naomi's forehead.

"Okay," she said groggily. "Love you," she added, already asleep again.

Kieran touched her hair. "I love you too, baby," she whispered, slipping from under the covers.

She pulled on a sweatshirt and sweatpants, covering her nakedness against the Springtime Florida chill. She found Kit in the living room, sitting on the sofa, face in her hands, crying.

"Hey." Kieran moved beside her, putting an arm around her shoulders. "Kit." She hugged her tenderly, kissing her hair. "What is it?" She was fairly certain she already knew.

Kit clung to Kieran, sobbing. "I can't take it, KT," she bawled.

Kieran rubbed her back, trying to soothe her. "Because you feel bad for Emily?" Kieran guessed.

Kit nodded. "God, KT, how could anyone do that to her?"

Kieran sighed, hugging her daughter closer. "I don't understand it either, Kit, anymore than I understood it with you."

"It's too hard," she said sadly.

"Well, tell me what you're feeling, sweetie," Kieran encouraged her, knowing she needed to vent.

"I'm so fucking mad," she admitted. "I want to find those people and hurt them right back," she said darkly, her lips a grim line of fury. She started to cry again. "And then I look at her, and oh, God," she hid her face in her hands, "I just feel so helpless. I want to fix it, KT, I have to be able to make it better," she pleaded desperately. 

"I know exactly how you feel, honey," she empathized, hugging her. "It's the most frustrating thing in the world."

"You felt this way, too?" she asked sympathetically. "How could you stand it?"

"I cried myself to sleep every night for at least a week, Kit. I was just sick over it. But I finally realized I couldn't change your past, and all I could do was work really hard to make your current circumstances better, and to provide for your future. I can't make up for all the rotten things, I know that. It's hard to accept, and it took me a long time. You have to accept that with Emily. Just be here for her, sweetie. Listen to her. Keep supporting her. And don't beat yourself up for the things outside of your control. Punishing yourself won't help her," she noted wisely.

"I put you through that?" she asked hollowly, eyes tinged with red. "Oh, God, KT, I'm sorry," she held on for dear life.

"Hey," she whispered, "Kit, don't do this to yourself. I would go through it again, a hundred times a day, if it means having you in my life. I love you, and I'm so thrilled to be able to adopt you. The sorrow seems so insignificant, compared to the rewards I get from having you as part of my family."

Kit looked at her skeptically. "It's worth it?"

Kieran smiled. "Would you rather that you never met Emily at all, to avoid this pain?"

Kit shook her head emphatically. "Of course not. I love her, KT."

"I know you do, honey. It shows. I think you two are amazing with each other."

"She's just so strong," Kit realized. "She never said a word about it, until today. I had no idea." She wiped her eyes, thinking how much courage it had taken for Emily to admit what she’d been through.

"Does she know about your past?" Kieran suspected Kit had been equally stoic about her own situation.

"I told her tonight, and I think it helped her to know." She smiled up at her surrogate mother. "And I found out something important about myself," she confided. "Intimacy isn't a problem for me." She blushed at the admission.

Kieran grinned, though she was surprised at the unabashed confession. "I'm glad, sweetie. I knew with the right person, you'd be fine. Emily seems to care deeply for you, and she is obviously willing to be vulnerable to you. I'm glad for you, Kit." Kieran thought some more. "Why do you suppose it helped her, to know about you?"

"She probably feels less alone. It's hard, when you look at yourself in the mirror, to accept that those things have been part of your life," she said thoughtfully. "I mean, you can feel so isolated, like nobody else knows what it's like, like nobody can relate or really understand. But she knows now that I get it," Kit explained.

Kieran's face fell. "Have you felt alone?"

"Sometimes, yeah," Kit admitted. "I mean, it would help if I knew other people who have been through it, and came out of it okay. You know?"

"Like a support group?" Kieran asked.

"No, Robin has me in one of those. Everyone in the group is still struggling with their demons. I mean more like—I don't know. Role models, I guess—normal people who went through it and turned out okay. But one thing I've learned through the support group, is that telling your own story is really difficult, and if you share it with someone, it's a huge risk."

Kieran sighed, thinking she owed Kit her own vulnerability in exchange for Kit’s. "I should have told you about my own experiences, I guess," she confessed. "Except it wasn't my parents, so I never really made the connection to your situation. But I want you to know, I wasn't purposely holding out on you."

"You? You were abused? Not you, KT—you have it all so together," Kit couldn't believe it.

"Yes, me. I had a lover in college—a Klingon. She used to slap me around when I didn't kowtow to her every whim. I thought, stupidly, that it was part of being with a Klingon."

"Was there sexual abuse?"

"Both, really. It ends up being both, when it's your lover," she admitted. "That's why I'm such good friends with Kate Pulaski. She treated me when P'Arth put me in the infirmary—on more than one occasion. She also convinced me to leave the relationship."

Kit took her hand. "I would never have guessed in a million years," she breathed. "I'm so sorry."

"It was a long time ago. I was young and naïve, and I believed P'Arth when she said it was my own fault. Until she broke my arm, and then I started to have serious doubts."

Kit looked piteously at her. "She hurt you so bad she broke bones?”

Kieran nodded, feeling embarrassed. “I read my medical records not too long ago. I had forgotten how bad it really was. Bruised jaws, loose teeth, a dislocated shoulder, black eyes, and when she broke my arm, Kate finally confronted me and told me she was going to turn P’Arth in to Starfleet if I went back to her.”

“But you're okay now?” Kit needed to be sure.

"I'm great, now. I would never let anyone treat me like that. But that's the difference. I was an adult, and I could have ended the abuse at any time, yet I stayed for two years. It's not like you and Emily had choices. It's much worse for children," she acknowledged, hugging Kit close. "That's the hard thing I've had to deal with—asking myself why I let it go on for so long. What's wrong with me, that I didn't have enough self-esteem to protect myself?"

"I've asked myself the same thing. I could have fought Uncle Kenny off, but I didn't. I guess it's like you said— learned helplessness."

"Yeah, well Kate Pulaski helped me. She even let me stay with her, at her house, while P'Arth went on a rampage trying to find me."

"Oh, God, were you scared?" Kit's golden eyes were nearly pupiless.

"Petrified. After about three days of hiding out, I went back to school. P'Arth had dropped out, went home to find some Klingon boy to marry. She left me a letter in my comm account, basically telling me to go to hell, and what a worthless P'taQ I am," Kieran recalled. "The really annoying thing is, it broke my heart, in spite of how badly she'd treated me. I couldn't believe she left me."

Kit regarded her with kind eyes. "I can understand that, KT. I feel that way about Uncle Kenny, sometimes—like, why doesn't he write to me, or at least ask if I'm okay? I know that's sick, but it hurts my feelings. I would have liked to think he at least cared about me, a little bit. He used to tell me that he did, and somehow, that made it easier.”

“Is Emily the first person you’ve ever dated?” Kieran was curious.

“She’s the first person I’ve felt anything for. Once, I went to a dance with this guy, and when he brought me home, he kissed me goodnight on our porch," she remembered. "Unlce Kenny got so jealous, and I felt so powerful. What an f'd up dynamic," she shook her head. "Of course, I paid for it in spades, because Uncle Kenny came to my room every night for a week, just to prove who was in control."

"How did you ever keep your head in school, with all of that going on?" Kieran was impressed.

"Easy—if I stayed out at the library until 10 or 11, he'd fall asleep, and I was home free. But anytime one of the kids woke him up, or if I made noise coming in, I knew he'd be in my room in a matter of minutes. Aunt Grace took medication every night, and a bomb wouldn’t wake her up. That's how he got away with it, and she never knew." Kit considered. "School was like a big escape for me. And I think part of me kept hoping if I was in public for tournaments and sports, maybe someone would figure out what was happening to me, and they’d rescue me. But nobody had a clue."

"Did you ever think about telling someone?" Kieran lay her hand on Kit's back. 

"I did tell someone. I told you," she reasoned. "Sometimes I think I should have told someone right away, but I'd have ended up terraforming. Now I live with you, and that's the best outcome I can imagine," she said sincerely. "I wouldn't change it," she decided. 

Kieran was touched. She pulled her daughter closer, hugging her. "Well, I wouldn't, either then," she affirmed. "So things are getting pretty involved with you and Emily?" 

Kit nodded. "I've never met anyone like her," she sounded dreamy. “The first time we spent time together outside class, she told me I have the cutest smile, and I walked on clouds for two days after that—just because she thinks I’m cute. I know that’s sappy, but I don’t care,” she leaned into Kieran’s embrace. “I can’t believe how lucky I am, sometimes,” she grinned.

“You’re both lucky,” Kieran assured her. “And you’re both obviously very happy. So don’t let this thing about her past ruin that for you, Kit, okay?”

“Okay,” Kit agreed. “I feel better, anyway. You always set things right, KT.” She kissed her cheek. “Thanks.”

“Hey, that’s what I’m here for. Now go back to bed, or you’ll be too tired to enjoy the beach tomorrow.”

__________________

Kit and Naomi were off at the vendor stands, buying Italian ices for the four women, while Kieran worked on her tan with Emily.

“Did Kit ever tell you I was married to a Klingon?” Kieran asked from behind dark sunglasses.

Emily smiled. “Yes. Why?”

“Do you know anything about the sexual rituals of Klingons?” she quirked an eyebrow.

Emily shrugged. “Um—I took a class in interspecies sexuality—if that’s what you mean.” Emily thought about it a moment longer, and realization dawned on her. “You don’t have any ritual mating scars,” she said aloud. “Did your mate mark you?”

Kieran grinned. “Several times. We agreed to keep two of the ritual scars. I wore the first for probably four years, and the second for three.” She sat up, pulling the scoop neck of her bathing suit down. “Our EMH on Voyager managed to remove them, though,” she said nonchalantly. “He wasn’t sure he could do it, but he did.”

“And you’re telling me this because?” Emily already knew, but she wanted to hear it from Kieran.

“Because the medical facilities at the Academy are stellar,” she said, taking Emily’s hand. “I know it caused you a lot of pain yesterday, showing your scars to strangers. If you ever want to see someone at Starfleet, one of my oldest friends is the head of the clinic on campus. She saved Naomi’s life, in fact.”

“Kit told me about that. Would she keep it confidential?” Emily was hopeful.

“Absolutely,” Kieran promised. “Are you eighteen yet?”

“Yes, last October,” Emily advised. “So no one would be obligated to report the abuse,” she affirmed. 

“Right. So Kate could treat you with no reason to ever break confidence,” Kieran asserted. “I’ll go with you to see her, if you like,” she offered.

Emily eyed her warily. “Why would you do that for me?” she asked.

Just like Kit. Suspicious, always looking for the ulterior motive. Kieran tugged her sunglasses down her nose, peering over them. “Why wouldn’t I?” she asked gently. “Emily, my daughter is more important to me than breathing,” she said adamantly. “And she loves you. I’ll do anything I can to help you both.”

Emily squinted into the light, wishing she had a pair of sunglasses too. “Just like that?”

“Just like that,” Kieran assured her. “Hey—aren’t you going blind from the glare on the waves?”

“Pretty close,” Emily agreed, shading her eyes.

Kieran took off her baseball cap. “This should help. Then you and Kit go buy some sunglasses. I don’t want you to damage your retinas,” she asserted. “You might be my battle tactics officer someday. Eyesight can be crucial,” she joked. Kieran dug in the pocket of her discarded cargo shorts. “Here’s my credit chit. Buy whatever you like. Both of you” She nodded in the direction of the beach tents, where the vendors were. “You’d better get some sunscreen, too, because your back will burn like crazy out here. I know from experience,” she added. “I think you guys need t-shirts and hats, at least,” Kieran decided. “And there’s a guy who sells really nice sterling silver jewelry—don’t miss his stand,” she offered. “I think Kit would look good wearing one of his pieces,” she said thoughtfully. “I especially like his rings. I had a girlfriend in high school, and we bought little silver bands from him that we gave each other. Do kids still go steady?” she asked, a faint smile curling her lips.

Emily was flabbergasted. “Some do,” she said faintly. “You want Kit and I to go spend a bunch of your money,” she stated, rather than asked.

“Why not?” Kieran asked. “It’s a vacation. You’re supposed to do frivolous things, on vacation. That’s the rule,” she sounded like Emily was beyond dense not to know that. “Go find her. Have fun.”

“Thanks, Kieran.” She struggled to her feet in the shifting sand, muttering as she walked away, “Damn, I wish she’d adopt me, too.” 

Naomi and Kit were coming back from the shaved ice stand, and met Emily on the way. Kit’s lips were bright purple from grape syrup, and Emily laughed at her. 

“You look like a cartoon,” she chuckled, taking her own ice from her girlfriend. “Your mother has issued an edict. We are to go forth and spend her money,” Emily laughed. “Here,” she handed Kit the credit chit.

Naomi grinned. “That sounds like my wife, pissing away her millions again.” She shook her head. “You guys go have fun. And spend a lot,” she advised, laughing at the strange look Emily gave her.

Naomi walked away, slurping cherry ice, singing softly to herself.

“Your family is something else,” Emily decided. “I just haven’t figured out what else, yet.” 

Kit took her hand. “Yeah, I lucked out bigtime finding them,” she agreed. “I don’t know why Kieran gave you her credit chit,” she sounded scolding. “She gave me enough money to buy a holodeck, before we came on vacation. Not to mention the trust she set up.” Kit shook her head.

“Trust?” Emily asked faintly. “Like a trust fund?”

“Oh, yeah,” Kit affirmed. “She got a really big deal with a pro team for the next three years, and took the bulk of it and put it in trust funds for me, for Katie, and in a third fund for any kids she and Naomi might have. Do you believe that?”

“No, I don’t.” Emily was startled. “What for?”

Kit shrugged. “She told me that since my family had used money to manipulate me, she wanted me to know that could never happen again. The plan she set up pretty much takes care of me for life,” she admitted. “She even built in a stipulation for helping me and my future spouse buy a house, someday. I was floored,” she said softly. “I mean, Ems, she had known me all of three months, maybe, when she did this for me.”

Emily bit the top of her shaved ice, crunching it. “She offered to get me in to see the head of the clinic at the med center, to look at my back,” she murmured.

“Uh oh, better watch out,” Kit warned. “She takes a liking to you, you never know what she’ll do next. She’s generous beyond words. Do you know, after her sister died, she went around to all sorts of hospitals to visit sick kids, because she was like this big hero to kids, back then. Naomi told me that. Kieran would never admit it, I imagine.” She finished her ice, tossing the trash in a receptacle. “She was my hero, growing up. I had a poster of her on my wall, and all kinds of basketball cards and photos. I even got a reply from her dad, when I wrote to her parents,” she smiled. “I can’t believe she’s going to be my actual family, now.” Kit sighed happily. “So are you going to let her take you to see Dr. Pulaski?”

“I think I will,” Emily decided. “What have I really got to lose?”

“Maybe an hour of your time,” Kit agreed. “So what are we supposed to be buying?”

Emily laughed. “Sunglasses, sunscreen lotion, t-shirts, hats, and I think she was trying to tell me to buy you a ring, to go steady.” She squeezed Kit’s fingers in her own. Emily repeated the conversation to her lover, grinning. 

“Yeah, she’s subtle, all right,” Kit agreed. “Jesus, KT.” She shook her head, blushing.

Emily dropped the remnants of her paper cone in a waste basket, scuffling along through the deepening sand. “So would you?”

Kit stopped and stood there, smiling brightly. “Would I what?” She wasn’t sure what Emily was asking.

“Would you want a ring from me? To go steady?” She held her breath.

Kit kissed her enthusiastically. “Well, Ems, I’m pretty much in love with you, whether you give me a ring or not. And I’m sure not going to go out with anybody else, because I’m planning on being with you as often as you’ll see me,” she reasoned. “And the fact that I’m sleeping with you speaks volumes,” she added. “But I love jewelry, and I love symbolism, and I love you, so yes.” She smiled warmly at her lover. “And it apparently would make KT happy, in some silly way, I suppose.” She took Emily’s hand again. “But only if you want to,” she amended. 

“I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t want to, Samurai,” Emily pointed out.

“Only, let me buy the rings, okay? It’s too weird to charge them to KT’s account, much as I appreciate the gesture,” Kit decided. “She’s too much. Do you want me to talk to her? Ask her to back off a little?”

Emily shook her head. “No, I think it’s sweet. She loves you so much, Sam,” she pointed out. “She told me you’re more important to her than breathing,” she recalled. 

Kit laughed. “Let her try going without breathing for awhile, and see if she still thinks so,” she joked. 

________________

Kit and Kieran were churning through the surf, racing each other out to the buoy marker off shore. Emily sat hugging her legs, letting the sun warm her back, and thinking how good it felt not to have to cover herself. It had been years since she’d worn anything that would show her scars, and even though people stared, she just kept thinking that Kit loved her, and somehow, that made everything better. Naomi watched the young woman out of the corner of her eye, noting how Emily’s gaze stayed fixed on Kit.

“Can you see them?” Naomi asked, voice tinged with concern. “Kieran is notorious for swimming out too far, and scaring everyone,” she noted. “Last summer, she almost got herself killed deep sea diving,” she added.

“I can see them both. They’re racing. Kieran is winning, for the moment,” Emily reported. “Kieran almost died?” She was surprised.

“She and her dad went diving in some old Navy ship that was sunken off the Keys,” she recited.

“Artificial reef,” Emily noted.

“Exactly. Toward the end of the dive, Kieran got her leg trapped beneath an old anchor, and they had to cut it with a torch to free her. By then, they were almost out of air, and coming back to the surface, Kieran got the bends.”

Emily’s eyes were wide with disbelief. “She had to go in a hyperbaric chamber?”

Naomi nodded. “Hours and hours. I’ve never been so scared in my life. God, I’ve almost lost her so many times.” She sat up, hugging her legs. “But if she hadn’t had that accident, I’d probably be dead now—or at least, I’d be so old, I’d be ¾ of the way there.”

“Kit told me that part, but she didn’t mention the diving accident. She said you’re chronologically younger than she is, but you don’t look it,” Emily pointed out.

“I’m physiologically 23, and that’s what Kieran and I tell people. Most people don’t realize I was actually born on Voyager.”

“You’re so young to be married—even at 23,” Emily noted, peering out from behind her sunglasses. “Kit just passed Kieran,” she noted. “Are they always so competitive?”

Naomi grinned. “Always. But they love each other tremendously, and there are never any hard feelings. Kit beats Kieran in sparring every time they go at it, and Kieran just kills Kit in hoops,” she laughed. She smiled warmly. “I am young to be married, I suppose, but I’ve never loved anyone in my whole life, other than Kieran. I knew the first time I met her that I wanted to be with her.” She trailed her fingers throught the soft, white sand, remembering.

“She was married to B’Elanna, then, right?” Emily thought she knew the history fairly well.

“Yes, and B’Elanna and I were close, too. About the same time my aging accelerated, their marriage fell apart. And miraculously, Kieran fell in love with me. I married her last summer, when we thought I was dying. But even without the terminal illness, I just knew it was right with her.”

“She must trust you a lot, having you sleep on campus every night. You’re so stunning, I bet you get asked out all the time,” Emily observed, shifting on her beach towel.

“Well, thanks for thinking so. I get asked out a lot, but you know, the fact is, I’ve never met anyone that even comes close to Kieran. I might think ‘oh, she’s cute’ or ‘he seems nice’ but at the end of the day, I always want to be married to her. I know myself and I know that won’t change. I’ve been through too much finding my way to our relationship to ever let her go, unless she didn’t want the marriage anymore. That’d be the only way it could ever end, for me.”

“I don’t think that would ever happen,” Emily said softly. “I’ve seen how she looks at you. It’s not just love—it goes so far beyond love, it’s remarkable. She has very expressive eyes.” Emily nodded. “I can see how deeply you affect her, how much she loves Kit. She just seems to have more to give than anyone I’ve ever met. She reaches out to everyone around her.” She included herself in that count.

“That’s my wife,” Naomi agreed. “She just fell in love with Kit, when we met her. And when she found out Kit was being abused, my God,” she breathed. “I’ve never seen Kieran cry like that. Not even when her marriage ended. She was just shattered by it. She stopped eating, she couldn’t sleep. She loves that girl. But I think she realized she had to pull herself together or she couldn’t be strong for Kit. And she never fell apart again. She was that way when I was sick, too. She thinks I didn’t know, but she would sneak out of bed and go cry for hours on the porch at the farmhouse. She didn’t want to burden me with her sorrow.” Naomi’s eyes watered, thinking back to that time. “I was so fragile and in so much pain, and she just carried me everywhere. I’ve never seen such tenderness, or felt so loved.” Naomi’s throat closed. She toyed with her wedding rings, remembering their vows. “I also happen to know she’s pretty taken with you, Emily,” Naomi added.

Emily smiled. “Really? I hadn’t noticed—well, except she offered to help me get medical treatment for my scars. That was very generous of her.” She didn’t want to sound ungrateful.

“I promise you, if you open up to her, and reach out to her, you’ll find her standing there with her arms wide open. She thinks you’re good for Kit, and that makes her love you already. She’s very, very protective where Kit is concerned.”

“I’ll remember never to hurt her, then,” Emily said softly. “God, she’s so beautiful,” she said under her breath, watching her lover’s bronzed arms pumping through the waves.

Naomi grinned. “You’ve got it bad, girl,” she laughed.

“Ultra-bad,” Emily used the slang of the day. “The first time I saw her, she was sitting in Aviation History, nose in a PADD, wearing that light blue sweatshirt she practically lives in. I knew that second I had to go out with her. Took me six weeks to get her to even notice me, even though I sat right next to her all that time. She didn’t even know my name.” Emily smiled fondly as Kit and Kieran finished their race, then dove back into the swells to catch a wave for body surfing. “I probably wouldn’t have even tried, though, if I’d known who she lives with,” she added. “I’d have just assumed she was out of my league. But one look in those golden eyes, and I was a goner.” She grinned.

“Why would it have mattered that she lives with Kieran and I?” Naomi was baffled. She strained her eyes to catch sight of Kieran, and breathed a sigh of relief.

“It’s just a little intimidating, being intimate with someone whose mother has her own statue on campus,” Emily pointed out. “I have to walk by it everyday. It’s like the damned thing is looking at me, accusing me of wanting to do the things I’ve wanted to do with Kit,” she admitted. 

“Now that you know Kieran better, is she still intimidating?” Naomi touched Emily’s arm.

“Not as much, but she’s still a presence,” Emily said, smiling. “And I mean, I’m so plain, and Kit lives with you and Seven and Kieran. She’s surrounded by utterly exquisite women. It’s a wonder she ever looked at me. But I’m grateful she did.” She dug her toes into the sand.

“Kit thinks you’re the most beautiful woman she’s ever seen, Emily. She told me so. She just thinks of us as her family. Nothing special. You on the other hand, she worships,” she advised her companion.

“That’s the word I wanted,” Emily snapped her fingers. “When Kieran looks at you, that’s what I see,” she realized. She thought about her lover, about the night before, about how it felt when Kit touched her. Her body was suffused with chills, just from the recollection. “With Kit, I think I get so caught up in what I’m feeling for her, what she feels for me doesn’t register, completely.” She sighed. “Look at those arms,” she said wistfully.

Naomi laughed and put her arm around Emily. “You’re unbelievable.” She squeezed her. “Why aren’t you in the water with them?”

Emily blushed. “I don’t know how to swim.”

“But you swam with Bessie,” Naomi noted.

“I kept my hand on the dock the whole time. I never learned to swim. Poor kids in LA don’t have pools,” she stated flatly. “Kit’s lucky to have found you guys,” she added, a bit envious.

“We think we’re the lucky ones,” Naomi murmured, watching her wife and daughter. “What about you? Are you in touch with any of your foster families?”

Emily scoffed. “I spent last semester in an orphanage. I never wanted contact with any of them. Starfleet was my best bet for a meaningful future. Get into the corps, and you’re taken care of—food, medical, dental, clothes, and a bed to sleep in.”

Naomi gazed intently at her. “Is that the only reason you’re there?”

Emily shrugged. “It’s the primary reason. People like me don’t get a lot of options. I never had the same address long enough to get scholarship offers to other schools, like Kit had,” she explained. She was suddenly cold, and pulled on her newly purchased t-shirt.

“If you could do anything, anything at all right now, what would it be?” Naomi wondered.

“I’d stay right here forever,” she decided. “I’d watch Kit swimming and running along the beach, and I’d spend my nights looking into those amazing golden eyes, searching for my reflection in them,” she said sincerely. 

“That was romantic,” Naomi teased her. “You know, Kieran and I have a pool in San Fran. I’d be happy to teach you to swim. She taught me,” she recalled their vacations when Kathryn and Kieran worked with her to teach her the strokes. “It’s heated,” she added.

“You would? That would be so great, Naomi. Kit wants to go diving at the Great Barrier Reef and she wants me to go. I haven’t had the nerve to tell her I can’t swim,” she admitted, embarrassed.

“Then we’d better start lessons as soon as we get home,” Naomi decided. “You’ll have to be a better than average swimmer, to do that dive.” She smiled at the dark-haired girl beside her. “Can I see the ring Kit gave you?” She thought how sweet the couple was together. 

Emily’s face lit up, and she spread her hand out to display the silver band. It had a delicate ocean wave pattern stamped into the metal. “We thought, since the first time we said ‘I love you’ was here in Florida, the water symbols would be appropriate,” she said in a voice that was barely audible. 

“It’s very pretty,” Naomi smiled approvingly. “I think symbols are culturally very important, that way,” she agreed. “Kieran took a whole class on it at the Academy—rituals and symbols and what they mean in various cultures.”

“I think so too. Kieran said you gave her those tiny hearts that she wears, and that she never takes them off. What do they say?” Emily hadn’t had the courage to touch them and read them.

“One says ‘Always, and Only You’. The other says ‘Absolutely, Exclusively, Eternally’. She gave me this,” Naomi held out the hemet stone necklace, “when we were on Qian. That’s where we finally became lovers. I’ve never taken it off, either. Our wedding rings have the same stones in them.” She held out her hand, displaying the rings.

“They’re very pretty.” Emily touched the bands. “What an interesting stone. All the way from the Delta Quadrant.” She seemed awed by the concept. 

“The sweetest part of these rings is that without either of us knowing what the other had done, we each had a set of wedding rings made on Qian.  The night I proposed to Kieran, she was going to propose to me, too. I guess it must have been fate,” Naomi sighed happily.

“Now who’s getting romantic,” Emily leaned into the Ktarian, teasing. 

“Guilty,” Naomi agreed. “I can’t help it. She’s just so perfect for me,” she smiled. “It was like, as soon as we made love that first time, we just knew, that was it. We were going to get married, and be together always. But then,” she chuckled, “we had some help from an alien that was empathic. She linked us, psychically, and we could see into each other’s minds. It was overwhelming, finding out how Kieran felt about me. She had denied that she loved me, hidden it from me, refused to let me see any of her heart. But after we were linked, I knew everything.”

“That must have been so frightening, to let someone else see your thoughts,” she breathed appreciatively.

“You know, it wasn’t at all. Kieran is just so kind, and I trust her so much, I never had any misgivings. I’ve never felt so safe as I do with her, except maybe with Seven,” Naomi murmured.

“Something’s wrong,” Emily said, alarmed.  She stood up, peering out at the two women in the waves. “Kit’s hurt,” she said, panic tinging her tone.

Kieran had picked Kit up, and was carrying her up the beach. Kit was hanging onto Kieran, obviously in pain. “Naomi!” she shouted, seeing the Ktarian looking at them.

Naomi dashed down the sand, Emily close behind. 

“Run to the lifeguard stand and get a hypospray of antivenin number three,” she barked. “Hurry.”

Naomi ran faster than Kieran had ever seen her move in practice.

“What happened,” Emily demanded, face ghost white.

“Jelly fish. Portugese Man-of-War,” Kieran said, shifting Kit’s body in her arms. “Very toxic.”

“KT,” Kit gasped, “it feels like needles in my foot, and I can’t breathe,” she was panting.

“Sit tight, honey, here comes Naomi,” she assured her. She lay Kit down on Naomi’s towel, gripping her hand. “I know it hurts, sweetie.” She took the hypospray from her wife, and pressed it to Kit’s throat. “Hang in there, it takes a few seconds,” she advised, checking Kit’s color and her pulse. “Is the pain subsiding?” she asked gently.

Kit nodded. “It’s better, but my chest hurts,” she grabbed at her heart.

“I think she needs adrenaline,” Kieran noted.

Naomi handed her a second hypospray. “The lifeguard’s coming. I think he said that was adrenaline.”

Kieran met the young man’s eyes. “Is this adrenaline?” she held up the spray.

“Yes Ma’am,” he nodded. “She looks like she needs it, too,” he agreed.

Kieran pressed it to Kit’s throat, biting her lip, and checking Kit’s pulse. Kit was losing consciousness. Suddenly, the adrenaline kicked in, and Kit’s body fought back. She gasped, and sat up, holding her chest. 

Kieran grabbed her in a fierce hug. “Thank God,” she gasped. “I thought you were going into shock, kiddo,” she said, relieved. “That must have been one potent jelly fish,” she breathed heavily, squeezing the daylights out of the frightened woman. She checked for Kit’s pulse again. “Much better,” she nodded. “Kahless with a bat’leth up his ass, you scared me,” she laughed, wrapping herself around her daughter. 

Emily sat there, silent and wide-eyed, looking like someone had pulled the plug and drained all the energy from her. Naomi sank down on the sand behind her, sliding her arms around the young woman, reassuring her. Naomi knew far too well what Emily was feeling, having seen Kieran in danger too many times for comfort.

Naomi hugged Emily tightly. “It’s okay, now,” she told her gently. “She’s going to be fine.”

Emily’s hands were clenched so hard, her knuckles were white, and her fingernails had cut into her palms. 

Naomi took Emily’s hands, seeing how knotted they were. “Relax,” she ordered the board-stiff girl. She smoothed Emily’s hands open, saw blood running down her fingers, and asked the lifeguard for a dermal regenerator. “Let me treat your hands,” she said softly, turning Emily’s hands palms up. The bleeding stopped and the wounds disappeared, and Emily acted as though she never felt a thing. Defense mechanism, Naomi realized. She switches off when she’s scared.
Kit was sitting up, getting checked over by the life guard. He smiled. “You’ll live, kid,” he told her, packing up his medical kit. “But stay away from the jelly fish. Looks like it got your legs pretty good,” he examined her. “No wonder you were in shock. You took a lot of poison. Are you done with that?” he asked Naomi.

She handed him the regenerator, watching him working on Kit’s legs, which had been stung repeatedly. “No marks left,” he announced. “Good as new.”

“Thanks,” Kit barely smiled at him. Her only thought was how much the venom had hurt, and how minor the wounds had been. And then she thought about Emily’s wounds, and how much they must have hurt. 

“How do you feel, sweetie?” Kieran was kneeling in front of Kit, hands on her knees.

“Nervous,” Kit admitted. “Hyped up.”

“That’s the adrenaline,” Kieran advised. “It’ll pass. But when it does, you’re going to crash. I think we should go home, so you can sleep when it wears off,” she noted. 

“Okay,” Kit agreed. “I’m sorry to spoil the day,” she apologized.

Kieran kissed her forehead. “You didn’t spoil anything. I had a blast with you today,” she assured her daughter. “Can you feel any pain now?”

Kit shook her head. “It’s gone.”

“Good. Come on.” Kieran tugged Kit to a standing position as she got to her own feet. She put a firm arm around Kit’s shoulders, guiding her from the beach. 

Naomi and Emily followed mutely, gathering their towels and accessories and running to catch up. 

Later, at Kieran’s parents, Kit lay on the couch, freshly showered and drowsy. Kit was resting against Kieran, who was not about to let go of her daughter until her own fears abated. Kieran buried her face in Kit’s short, damp hair, kissing it.

Kit held Kieran’s arms around herself, almost nodding off. Before she fell soundly asleep, she turned in Kieran’s embrace, head on Kieran’s shoulder, arms twining around her neck. She yawned, and whispered, “I love you, Mom. And I love the way you love me.”

____________________

Kate Pulaski grimaced at the condition of the young girl’s flesh, which had apparently been flayed from her bones on more than one occasion. “This is very bad,” she noted, running her tricorder over the keloid tissue. “How long ago did this happen?” she asked Emily.

Emily counted on her fingers. “I think about five years, maybe a little less,” she reported. “It wasn’t just one incident, though, so it’s cumulative,” she admitted. 

Kate examined her manually, feeling the thickness of the tissue. “Does the damage extend further than your waist?”

Emily pulled her jeans down. “I’m not sure how far it goes, I can’t really see it in a mirror very well. I think it stops at my buttocks.”

Kieran took Emily’s hand and squeezed it. “You’re doing great, Emily,” she assured her.

“Does anything hurt, Emily?” Kate palpated the areas, checking for nerve damage.

“No. I don’t feel much of anything on my back, unless I get sunburned or cut,” she detailed. “Otherwise, I think I have a loss of sensation.”

Kate took out a small wand with a soft tip, running it over Emily’s back. “Can you feel that?”

Emily shook her head. 

Kate increased the pressure, but Emily still didn’t respond. Not until she pushed hard enough to cause a red streak did Emily acknowledge the sensation. “I can feel it now,” she said.

Kate looked over the readings. “I think I can make it look better, a lot better, cosmetically speaking. But the loss of sensation is probably permanent. I could be wrong, but it’s not likely to come back, Emily,” she advised her.

Emily nodded. “I don’t care about that. I just want to be able to wear a swim suit without it being a billboard for child abuse,” she said softly. “I don’t want people to cringe when they look at me, or be afraid to touch me,” she supplied. 

“Kieran says you’re dating her daughter?” Kate asked, smiling.

Emily nodded eagerly. “She’s wonderful,” she answered immediately. “Do you know her?”

“I do,” Kate replied. “She’s a very bright girl. I asked because she can help you with this, too, or you can come by the clinic every day for treatment. It’s up to you. I’m going to give you a regenerative gel to spread over the tissue, twice a day, morning and evening. You need to lay on your stomach, and let the gel stay on your bare back, exposed to the air, for half an hour at a time. Then on Mondays and Thursdays, I want you to see me. A dermal regenerator session a couple of times a week should help. We’ll reassess in a month, and see if that’s doing the trick, okay?”

“Okay,” Emily agreed. “I’ll ask Kit if she’d be willing to put it on me. If not, I’ll come by the clinic twice a day.”

Kieran’s eyes softened. “You know Kit will say yes, don’t you?” she asked gently.

Emily nodded. “I don’t want to be presumptuous though,” she pointed out. “Thanks, Dr. Pulaski.” She pulled her shirt back down and her jeans up, fastening them.

“You’re welcome,” she replied. “See my assistant in the anteroom, and she’ll give you the gel. The receptionist will give you a time to see me for treatments,” she prescribed. “Kieran, stay put a second,” Kate ordered the tall Commander. She waited for Emily to leave. “Where do you keep finding these kids?” she demanded.

“Right under my nose, unfortunately,” Kieran admitted. “Kit found her. They’re like kindred spirits, and they just ended up falling in love.”

“What a lovely girl.” Kate shook her head. “You know, I ordinarily don’t see patients, but for her, I’ll make an exception. I know it took a lot for her to show me her wounds.”

“Thanks, Kate.” Kieran hugged her. “I really like this kid. And Kit is crazy about her.”

“How is Kit doing?” Kate asked. “I’m due for a follow up with Robin Lefler on her case.”

“I think she’s doing very well,” Kieran said happily. “We’re adopting her in two weeks. She’s pretty thrilled about that, go figure,” she added.

“She should be.” Kate nodded approval. “Give her my best, won’t you?”

“Sure,” Kieran said. She started to leave, but turned back. “Kate?”

Pulaski smiled at her former student. “What is it, Commander?” she asked with mock sternness.

“I don’t think I ever thanked you for helping me get away from P’Arth. At the time, I was pissed at you for threatening to turn her in for beating me. It was the best thing you could have done for me, and it changed my life forever. You probably saved my life.” She took Pulaski’s hand and kissed her cheek.

“I did save your life. That girl would have killed you within six months, Kieran. But what you’re doing for Kit and for Emily is all the thanks I need. That, and seeing the person you grew up to be.” She smiled fondly, squeezing Kieran’s hand.

“Would you like to come to Kit’s adoption party? It’s also her eighteenth birthday,” Kieran asked. “Two weeks from Friday night, our house.”

Pulaski grinned. “BYOB?”

“Never,” Kieran assured her. “For you, I’ll buy whatever you want. Wild Turkey, isn’t it?” she grinned.

“That’s my drink,” Pulaski agreed. “I’ll be there. Send the invitation to my comm account. Any suggestions for a gift?”

Kieran smiled. “Naomi and I are sending Kit and Emily to Australia to dive at the reef,” she reported. “It’s a surprise. Kit could probably use a guidePADD to the fish and corals.”

“Done,” Kate agreed. “I’ll see you then.” She gave Kieran’s hand a parting squeeze. 

“Thanks, Doctor.” Kieran nodded and exited the treatment room. She found Emily getting her instructions from the nurse. “Hey, kiddo, have you eaten lunch yet?”

Emily shook her head. “I haven’t had time yet, but I’m done with classes for the day.”

“Good. Let’s go to the Time Warp and get a bite. And you can tell me all about yourself.” Kieran put an arm around the thin girl’s shoulders.

Emily leaned into Kieran, eyes closing involuntarily at the affectionate contact. Kit had filled Emily’s heart in many ways, but there was no substitute for the approval and the love of an overseer, an adult. “Thank you for helping me with this, Kieran.” Emily looked up at the taller woman.

Kieran smiled at her. “You’re welcome. So did you enjoy Florida?” she asked to lighten the mood.

“It was ultra-ultra,” Emily agreed. “Your mom and dad are so nice, and the land they live on is beautiful. The ocean is so different, there. The beaches, too. In California, the beaches are all brown sand, more rocky, less pristine,” she noted, walking with her arm around Kieran. “I saw some amazing things.” She smiled, remembering. “Thank you for taking me with your family,” she added gratefully. “I would have been lonely and bored if I had stayed on campus.”

“I was glad to take you with us, because it made Kit happy. I love that kid, and I love making her smile. You certainly put a great big ole smile on her face, Ems,” she noted fondly, tousling the teenager’s hair. 

Emily blushed slightly. “It’s mutual,” she said softly. “I love her.”

“I know you do,” Kieran affirmed. “It touches my heart, the way you two are together. But I also know how easy it is to love Kit.” She smiled broadly. “I only wish she had been mine from the beginning, and I could have protected her. But who knows.” She pushed open the door to the restaurant. “She’s who she is because of everything she’s been through. I wouldn’t change her, though I’d take away the hurtful things she’s been through, if I could.” Kieran glanced around at the hostess stand, looking for Mike Sorvino.

“Hey!” he called out, rushing over with his hand extended. “Is this one of your recruits?” He nodded at Emily, shaking Kieran’s hand.

“No, Sir,” Kieran replied. “This is Emily Frazier. She is one of Kit’s friends. And we’d like some lunch, Mike,” she added.

“You’re in the right place then.” He smiled. “Emily, nice to meet you. I’m Mike, and I’ll be your server today. Ladies, follow me.” He escorted them into the dimly lit eatery.

They sat bayside, watching the boats on the harbor, and the sea lions playing amid the docked yachts and sloops. Kieran studied Emily’s face, wanting to find a way to connect with her, knowing that Emily had been through her own version of hell, and was largely on her own in the world.

“Ems,” she said, toying with her water glass, “how did you end up at the Academy?” she asked, wanting to get the girl talking.

Emily poured out her story, describing all the different foster homes she’d been in, the shuffling and shifting and swapping and instability. Kieran discerned immediately that this young woman was inordinately bright, or she could not have absorbed an education that was broken into fits and starts across Los Angeles County. It was also clear that had Emily been given any semblance of a normal childhood, she could have excelled beyond any parent’s wildest dreams, she was so intelligent and thoughtful. 

They talked companionably, Kieran working her charm on the younger woman, coaxing information from her and getting her to talk about the harder aspects of her past. Kieran had a way of putting a person at ease, just as she had done with the likes of Noah Lessing, facilitating communication and fostering an honest dialogue, even when the topics were painful or shameful. Emily wasn’t accustomed to being so disarmed by anyone else but Kit, and it became readily apparent to the brown-eyed young woman just how Kieran had won Kit over, and why Kit adored her so much.

Kieran was telling Emily about the tournament she had attended, how Kit had fought and performed so admirably, and how it had impressed the Commander beyond description. As Kieran talked, she waved her hands excitedly, trying to explain how Kit had moved. She made a sweeping gesture, and instinctually, Emily flinched, scooting back her chair, as if she expected to be struck. Simultaneously, a busboy dropped a pile of dishes, and the loud clatter sent Emily under the table for cover.

She huddled in the darkness, shaking and instantly breaking a cold sweat, chest constricted with fear. Kieran crawled under the table with her.

“Ems,” she said gently, “it was just a load of plates breaking,” she assured the frightened girl. “Come here.” She drew the willowy girl into her arms, hugging her. “I’ve got you, sweetie.” She held her tightly, both women crammed under the confines of the table and the intruding chair legs.

Emily was panting, in the throes of a panic attack. “I’m sorry,” she gasped for air, “I don’t know what’s gotten into me,” she hid her face in Kieran’s uniformed shoulder, trying to get a grip on her alarm.

“Breathe, Ems,” Kieran instructed. “Deep breaths,” she added, rubbing her shoulders. “Relax, honey,” she soothed her, stroking her short brown hair. “You’re completely safe, nobody is going to hurt you, sweetie,” she murmured, feeling Emily’s tension draining away. “That’s good, keep breathing,” she said softly.

Emily’s fear seeped away, her color returning gradually, her body less rigid. “I’m okay now. God, I’m sorry, KT.” She fanned her cheeks, humiliated. 

Kieran hugged her, easing them out from under the table. “Just ignore them,” she said of the people staring at the pair. She helped Emily back into her chair, scooting her into the table again. 

“I’m so embarrassed.” Emily hid in her water glass, blushing furiously.

Kieran seated herself, taking Emily’s hand across the table. “Emily,” she said reassuringly, “I understand one hundred percent,” she said grimly. “I’ve been there.” She fixed her with a pointed stare.

“You? You have?” Emily’s eyes widened, her soft brown hair falling around her pained expression. “God, not you, too,” she shook her head, disbelieving.

Kieran inclined her head. “Me, too. Not my parents. My girlfriend. That’s why I’m such good friends with Doctor Pulaski,” she explained. “She saved my life, Emily.” She squeezed Emily’s delicate fingers in her own. “Look, the important thing is, it gets better. A lot better. And eventually, you stop being so fearful. I was just like you, for at least two years after P’Arth—every loud noise scared me, anytime someone yelled at me I panicked, and hand-to-hand combat just made me paralyzed with fear. But I got help, and I learned to be less afraid.”

“No way,” Emily refused to believe it. “Kit told me how brave you were, on Voyager, when you tried to save Naomi. I could never do something like that, I’m such a baby,” she denigrated herself. 

“Believe me, sweetie,” Kieran said firmly, “the Academy will make you ready to deal with anything. You won’t shy from battle, you won’t be afraid when push comes to shove. I got past it, and so will you. Are you seeing a counselor?” she asked gently.

Emily nodded. “Robin Lefler. She’s really good, too. She’s helped me a lot. But it’s slow, you know?” she sounded frustrated.

“I do know,” Kieran confirmed for her. “It takes time and work and patience. You and Kit are such remarkable women,” she said with genuine admiration. “You’ve been through so much, and you’ve risen above it so well. Robin is an old friend of mine, and I know she can help you, Ems. You keep working with her, and eventually, you’ll feel right as rain,” she promised. 

__________________

Kieran and Naomi snuggled on the sofa in their living room, content just to be together. Kieran was studying for her Psych Theories class, and Naomi was studying her Command Principles. Each woman read their coursework from a PADD, comfortably at ease with each other. Since Naomi had moved out of the quad, both women were feeling much more at peace and certainly more grounded. Orson, no longer a small puppy, lay on the floor, letting Kieran scratch his head intermittently.

Kieran finished her reading, stretched and yawned. She wrapped her arms around her wife, reading over her shoulder.

“Done?” Naomi asked, squeezing Kieran’s arm around her own waist.

“Mmm hmm. How much do you have left?” she asked, kissing Naomi’s neck.

“About twelve pages. Can you wait that long?” She drew Kieran’s hand to her lips, kissing her fingers each in turn.

“Not if you keep doing that,” Kieran scolded, smiling. “You know that makes me crazy, Na.”

Naomi laughed. “Everything makes you crazy, lately,” she noted correctly. “I think weeks and weeks of deprivation altered your sex drive,” she teased.  

“How are Emily’s swim lessons coming along?” Kieran changed the subject.

“Good,” Naomi advised, “though I’m not half the teacher you were. You know, KT, you taught me so many things, growing up. You filled all the gaps Kathryn left.” She kissed Kieran’s fingertips, less suggestively this time. “Maybe Emily should be my daughter,” she opined. “Kit is so much like you—I mean, she wants to dive the barrier reef, which is a page right out of your book. Emily seems to be getting closer to me. How are her treatments going?”

“Really well. She looks better every day, and Kate is pleased with the preliminary results. Kit is so good about helping her with the gel applications.”

“Is that why Emily sleeps here every night? So Kit can put medicine on her?” Naomi wondered.

Kieran laughed. “That’s a secondary reason, I’m sure. Those two are burning up the sheets,” she snickered.

“Now I know Kit is your daughter, then,” Naomi teased her wife. “How do you know they’re burning up the sheets?”

“Kit actually told me a couple of things,” Kieran said, astonished. “Also asked me a couple of things, about sex. I guess I have a good rapport with her, if she isn’t afraid to ask me such personal stuff.”

“Can I ask what she wanted to know?” Naomi said faintly.

“I guess since she’s going to be our daughter, it’s okay,” Kieran decided. “She wanted to know about orgasmic control, and how to gain it,” she admitted. “I told her the standard stuff.”

Naomi was intrigued. “Besides Kegel exercises, what did you suggest?”

Kieran grinned. “I told her that a person trying to learn orgasmic control can tighten their walls around their partner’s fingers, or anything else they’re using for penetration,” she recalled. “And I told her the woman above straddling position is good for practicing control.”

“Wow, you actually told her those things explicitly?” Naomi was impressed.

“Hey, I counseled people on Voyager about sex all the time,” she reminded her wife. “I know a thing or two, Miss Missy,” she defended herself. 

“Oh, honey, believe me,” Naomi flirted, “I know you know plenty. But I’m not sure I’d be able to express it to my daughter,” she said contemplatively. “What was the second thing?”

“She asked me about oral sex,” Kieran chuckled. “I guess she and Emily haven’t crossed into that land of debauchery, yet,” she nodded, grinning. “She wanted to know how long I waited before I did that to you,” Kieran laughed out loud.

“And did you tell her about five minutes?” Naomi howled, slapping her thigh.

Kieran laughed heartily at her wife, howling with her. “Naw, I didn’t have the heart. I told her what was important is establishing that she and Emily both want to try that, and that they both need to be comfortable with the idea. I told her like everything else, you learn how to do it by experimenting.” Kieran wiped her eyes, still laughing deep in her chest. “God, to be that innocent again,” she rumbled.

“No, thank you,” Naomi laughed with her. “It wasn’t that long ago I was wondering the same sorts of things,” she admitted. “Luckily, I had a very experienced and instructive partner.” She turned in Kieran’s arms, kissing her.

“Instructive,” Kieran repeated, waggling her eyebrows. “I like the sound of that,” she smiled into their kisses. 

“I think I need a lesson right now, in fact.” Naomi kissed her more deeply.

“Honey,” Kieran kissed her back, “there is nothing left to teach you. You’re well versed in every technique I know of.”

“Aren’t we the unimaginative one, tonight?” Naomi criticized her lover. “Surely you can think of something— different,” she challenged.

Kieran grinned facetiously. “Okay. How about if I sit your cute little butt down on the piano keys naked, and make love to you while I play Chopsticks?”

Naomi laughed. “That’s original, all right,” she agreed.

“Top it,” Kieran shot back, kissing her forcefully.

“I say we go get in the pool, and I’ll dive your barrier reef,” she giggled.

“Shouldn’t that be my barrier muff?” Kieran giggled right back.

“If I’m the one diving it, I get to name it,” Naomi insisted. “Let’s go. You know I can’t resist sex in the water.” She slid her hands beneath Kieran’s shirt, fondling her.

“And you know I can’t resist that.” Kieran’s pupils dilated. “Skinny dipping in the suburbs, imagine that,” she quirked an eyebrow. “There goes the neighborhood.”

They dashed outside like naughty children, laughing and tearing off clothing as they went, not thinking to get towels or robes. Kieran grabbed Naomi and launched them both, stark naked, into the deep end, laughing so hard she almost choked on the water that went up her nose. They wrestled briefly, dunking each other and generally being playful. 

Naomi wrapped her arms around Kieran’s neck, and her legs around her torso, letting the taller woman find her footing on the sloping pool floor. “The temperature is perfect,” Naomi said softly, feeling the caress of the water around her skin. “I just love the water,” she murmured.

“Why?” Kieran wanted to know. “You always get aroused when we swim, and I’ve been curious to know exactly what it is about water and you.” She smiled, kissing her wife. 

“I have a lot of really good memories of being in the water with you, with Kathryn, with Seven. You used to let me dive off of your shoulders, remember?”

Kieran smiled fondly. “I remember. You were a tiny little thing, back then. You barely weighed more than a uniform.” She kissed Naomi tenderly. “Is that all?”

Naomi grinned shyly. “No, not everything. In one of my hallucinations,” she admitted, “you and I went swimming at Gran’s, in the pond. And we were both naked, and you were only inches away from me. I could feel the heat coming off your body, and I wanted to make love to you so badly,” she closed her eyes, recalling the ache she had felt. 

“I remember,” Kieran nodded. “I kept myself at bay, though. I didn’t even kiss you until minutes before we got married,” she said faintly. “It was so weird, experiencing your hallucinations through Sieken, because it’s like I was really there. I still can’t figure out why Kit was in your last hallucination. I wonder, sometimes, if I’m going to die and you’re going to end up married to her,” she said enigmatically.

“Not a chance,” Naomi assured her wife. “She feels too much like my daughter, now,” she amended. 

“Never say never, Na,” Kieran admonished. “I said those very words about you, once. Look how things have changed with us,” she acknowledged.

“Are you sorry you changed your mind?” Naomi slid her hands to Kieran’s breasts, cupping them and brushing her thumbs over the nipples.

Kieran involuntarily arched into the caress. “I didn’t change my mind. You ambushed me by stealing those stimulators,” she protested.

Naomi tweaked the nubby flesh. “Ambushed?”

Kieran gasped. “Took me hostage,” she accused playfully. “Plain and simple blackmail.”

Naomi’s brow furrowed. “Is that how you really feel?”

“Na.” Kieran leaned her forehead against Naomi’s, peering into her eyes in the darkness. “You took me hostage, all right. By the heart. You did what had to be done to make the walls come down. You freed me. I was in agony, wanting you and loving you. That night you played for me, after the concert on Qian, I was so close to losing myself.”

Naomi nodded. “I remember. You came over to the piano bench, and took my face in your hands. I was so sure you were going to kiss me,” she whispered.

“I should have. It was dishonest not to. I’m so sorry I put you through that. I should have told Kathryn to go to hell, and I should have made love to you then and there. I’ve never stopped kicking myself for all the nights I wanted you, but lay awake just holding you. It was sheer torture, when you wanted me to sleep with you, and I couldn’t do anything else. I never slept. I would get up the next day, dying inside for needing you.”

“Me too,” Naomi admitted. “I’m surprised I didn’t kiss you, because it’s all I ever thought about. I would think about trying to seduce you, because I knew you wanted me, but I didn’t have the courage to cross that boundary.”

“You did seduce me, daily, Naomi. I was yours long before I ever touched you. If Sieken had never joined us, and we had never become lovers, I would have spent the rest of my days, comparing everyone to you and rejecting every offer. I’ve never been so conquered in my life,” she admitted. 

Naomi kissed her tenderly. “Seven told me after you had your mating scars removed, B’Elanna confronted you in the cargo bay, and sneered at you about how she had claimed you and you were hers. And you tore open your shirt and showed her your unmarked throat, and said ‘I belong to Naomi’. Did you really say that to her?”

Kieran nodded slowly. “It was true. It always will be. No one else will ever have a claim on my love or my commitment. I belong to you, always and only you. When we danced at the banquet, you asked me if I would reconcile with B’Elanna, if she wanted to. I told you that ship had sailed. But I didn’t tell you that it had sailed because I was in love with you. The night of the concert on Qian, I knew I was lost. I couldn’t deny to myself any longer that I had fallen hard for you. And the night of the banquet, you were so lovely, Na. I could barely speak, you looked so elegant and sexy. When I saw Sieken kissing you, I wanted to die. And I was sure I’d lost any chance I would ever have to be with you, that night. I think that’s why my brain overloaded. I was trying to check out permanently. I couldn’t stand seeing you with someone else, when I wanted you for myself. If you hadn’t come into my thoughts, and retrieved me, I would have let myself die. Oblivion was the only balm for what I was feeling, other than your love. Thank you for giving me the chance I needed to find myself.”

“Kieran,” Naomi whispered, “We found each other,” she assured her. “I love you so.” She kissed her deeply, passionately.

“And I love you,” Kieran breathed into her ear. “Let me show you how much.” She kissed her eyelids gently, each in turn, then her forehead, then her cheeks, and finally, her lips, parting them with a tentative touch of her tongue. She felt Naomi yield beneath her embrace, felt that subtle surrender, reveled in the softness of Naomi’s exhalation, in the fingers raking through her hair. She moved them to the concrete steps, sitting back on them, Naomi still wrapped around her. The warm water flowed around them as they moved, the currents and eddies softly caressing their bodies. Kieran cupped Naomi’s behind in her hands, pulling her closer. “I love how weightless you are in the water. I could hold your whole body in one hand,” she marveled. 

Naomi moved subtly against her, kissing her to silence her, no longer interested in words. The lapping of the water against them incited her to arousal, the heat of their bodies intermingling with the cooler water around them. She gasped as Kieran eased her torso out of the water, claiming her breasts. Naomi stood on the step above where Kieran sat, so that Kieran’s face rested in her cleavage, her skin chilling in the night air. Kieran cradled her full breasts in careful hands, kissing and sucking, listening to Naomi’s breathing as it changed with her arousal. She slid her hands around Naomi’s back, supporting her weight with them, smoothing them over angular shoulder blades, holding Naomi’s breasts in her face. 

Naomi clutched Kieran’s head to her bosom, watching Kieran’s tongue moving over her nipples in the dim light. “I love how that looks,” she groaned gently, eyes trained on the vision. “I love how you look when you make love to me,” she breathed, eyelids closing with the rush of desire.

Kieran moved her hands to Naomi’s buttocks again, trailing her fingertips over the sensitive swell of flesh, then reaching between her legs. Naomi gasped as Kieran entered her, two slender fingers penetrating in a long, subtle motion. The fluid of Naomi’s arousal made the movement easy, gradual, erotic, and she rocked her hips to increase the depth of the penetration. “Stay still in me,” she urged her lover, biting her lip. 

Kieran obediently ceased her thrusting, feeling Naomi’s walls pulsing. “Too close to the edge?” she asked softly.

Naomi nodded. “Very close. I told you, I get very excited in the water,” she sighed, drawing her legs up and around Kieran’s hips, submerging her breasts under the surface again. “I was also freezing,” she chuckled, kissing Kieran gently. “Much better,” she decided, scratching Kieran’s back with her fingernails. 

“Tell me what you want, Na,” Kieran requested, fingers still deep in her walls. “You don’t feel quite so ready, now,” she murmured.

“You’re perceptive,” she whispered. “I want you to take me from behind, at the same time,” she said in Kieran’s ear. “I know I’m not slick there, but you won’t hurt me, I promise,” she urged her.

Kieran pressed the index finger of her other hand to the puckered opening, wiggling it to insert it. “Is that okay?”

Naomi’s eyes closed. “Mmmm, very,” she made a whimpering sound as Kieran pushed deeper. “Now press your thumb into me,” she instructed, waiting for the contact against her clit.

Kieran obliged her, letting Naomi move to control the penetration and the pressure, watching in fascination as the Ktarian took her pleasure, the guttural sounds building from the back of her throat and issuing forth. 

Naomi rocked and wriggled, her body taut and poised on the edge, her breaths fast and shallow. “God, Kieran,” she bit her wife’s earlobe, moaning into her ear. “So good,” she gasped, moving rhythmically. “I’m coming,” she whispered, “oh, God, right now,” she breathed in sharply, body going rigid. Kieran let her ride it out, as passive as she could stand to be, feeling Naomi shuddering in ecstasy. Naomi collapsed against her wife, and Kieran withdrew her fingers, wrapping her arms around Naomi’s torso, holding her firmly while Naomi clung to her.

Naomi’s legs stayed wrapped around Kieran’s waist, her arms around the taller woman’s neck. She hid her face in Kieran’s shoulder, breathing heavily from the exertion.

“I’ve got you, Na,” Kieran said softly. “I love you so,” she said in a strangled voice.

Naomi kissed her in reply, deeply, achingly, her vulnerability exposed and obvious. They explored each other’s mouths, tongues tangling, letting the arousal begin again. Kieran fondled Naomi between the legs, making her gasp and sigh into Kieran’s mouth. “I love to touch you, Na,” she whispered, “I love to make you come.” She felt a surge between her own legs, burning with the passion Naomi’s sounds inspired.

“I’m almost there, again,” Naomi breathed. “God, you feel so good.” She kissed Kieran’s throat, biting softly at it. She touched Kieran’s face with her dripping fingertips, stroking Kieran’s cheeks, peering intently into Kieran’s eyes. Kieran turned her head, capturing Naomi’s fingertips in her lips, drawing them into her mouth, sucking and fluttering her tongue against them. Naomi watched her fingers disappear into Kierans’ mouth, an involuntary sound escaping her throat. She exhaled with a hissing sound as Kieran mimicked the motion of Naomi’s fingers penetrating wet, warm walls, her need peaking again against Kieran’s caress.

Her climax was less brittle this time, building slowly, suffusing her entire body until she shook from it, crying out in a low, pleading voice. Kieran eased her through it, letting it subside before she enfolded Naomi in her arms. They held each other, foreheads pressed together, expressions intent. “I love you, Na,” Kieran whispered. “Are you okay?”

Naomi nodded wordlessly, massaging Kieran’s shoulders. “You are so good to me, KT,” she murmured. “So willing.” She nuzzled Kieran’s cheek, spent from it. 

Kieran untangled their bodies, so she could hold Naomi in her lap. 

“I love when you hold me like this.” She rested her head on Kieran’s shoulder. 

“Me, too,” Kieran agreed. “I feel strong, like I can protect you, this way,” she whispered. “You seem so tired, honey. Why don’t you let me carry you up to bed,” she suggested.

Naomi snuggled sleepily into her. “That would be wonderful. Except we didn’t bring towels,” she realized, laughing. “I guess we were a little eager, huh?”

The back door slid open, and a lone figure crept into the darkness. “There are towels on the fence,” Kit said quietly. “Good night,” she added, returning to the house.

Naomi and Kieran exchanged worried looks. “How much do you suppose she heard?” Naomi asked, feeling guilty.

Kieran shrugged. “Maybe everything. I don’t know.”

“I know how sick I felt the time I heard Kathryn and Seven at lunch,” she remembered.

“You were a lot younger, though, honey. This is different. Kit and Emily are probably as intimate as we are,” she reminded her. “Come on,” she lifted Naomi in powerful arms. “I’m taking you to bed. You need to sleep,” she could tell Naomi was exhausted. “Would you feel better if I tuck you in and then go check on Kit?”

“I would, thanks,” she agreed.
