Love Multiplies Part Three: Worlds Apart

By Ensign Mika

Kieran Wildman’s mangled shuttle was belched out of the collapsing wormhole, emerging in the wrong universe, crisscrossed with Kieran Kahn’s shuttle. The Enterprise beamed her out of the wreckage and directly to sickbay just as the shuttle was pulverized into dust. It was immediately obvious to the medical team that they had the wrong woman, because unlike Kieran Kahn, Kieran Wildman had short, spiked hair, and sported the pips of a full Commander affixed to her command red mock turtleneck. Kieran Kahn was a Lieutenant Commander, clad in the powder blue of the sciences division of Starfleet, with a long, chestnut-colored braid of hair. 

Lenara Kahn rushed to sickbay, only to find her wife had not come back. The stranger lying on the biobed fighting for her life bore little resemblance to the Trill’s wife of fifteen years, but she certainly looked identical to the woman Lenara had married all those years ago.

Beverly Picard, Chief Medical Officer of Enterpise, labored quickly and efficiently, trying to stabilize the Commander who had come from across the dimensional divide. 


“She’s got no pulse,” Alyssa Ogawa, attendant head nurse reported. “Full arrest—she’s got an artificial heart, and it’s damaged,” she amended. 

“Let’s open her up,” Beverly snapped the surgical shields down, hand extended for the laser scalpel. “Alyssa, I need you to replicate another heart for her,” she ordered.

“Yes, Doctor. Transmitting scans now,” she replied. The device materialized on the replicator tray within moments. 

“I’m engaging life support protocol gamma,” Picard reported for the recording devices. “Going to bypass in three-two-one,” she counted methodically. “Bypass is engaged.”

Lenara Kahn watched with detachment, too shocked to feel anything but awed by the differences in her spouse and this version of Kieran. She returned to the bridge, determined to find out what happened to her wife.

________________

Kieran Wildman regained consciousness with a pained groan, clutching at her heart.

Beverly Picard pressed a hypospray to her throat, helping the woman regain lucidity. “Kieran,” she said gently. “Lie still. You’ve had a bad blow to the chest, and your ribs are just mending. We had to replace your heart,” she advised the pale Commander.

“Doctor Crusher?” Kieran gasped. “God, it hurts,” she grabbed Beverly’s forearm.

“I can help with that,” Picard prepared another hypospray, alleviating the searing pain.

Lenara Kahn stood by, unable to shake the feeling of being connected to this woman. She slipped her hand into Kieran’s, brow knitted in sympathy. “Sweetie,” she murmured. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

Kieran relaxed as the medication threaded through her system. “I saw another shuttle in the wormhole and we collided,” she reported. “Where is Naomi? And Robbie?” she asked, searching the sickbay for her wife and best friend. “Did the other shuttle survive?”

“We don’t know,” Lenara swallowed hard. “Kieran,” she said quietly, “you are not in the same place you started from,” she explained. “You’ve traded universes with my wife, Kieran Kahn. There’s no one here named Naomi or Robbie. I have a daughter-in-law named Naomi Wildman. And you have a colleague back at the Academy named Robin Lefler—but nobody you call Robbie,” she said, monitoring the woman’s reaction.

Kieran tried to sit up, but immediately regretted the attempt. “Shit,” she winced. “Doctor Crusher, can you help me?”

Beverly smiled warmly at the counterpart of her lifelong friend. “Kieran, my name is Picard, not Crusher. Jean-Luc and I married, in large part, because your marriage to Lenara made us see what we really meant to one another.”

Kieran’s eyes widened. “You and I are married?” she asked the Trill.

Lenara smirked faintly, trying not to laugh at Kieran’s disorientation. “No. As I just said, you traded places with my wife. I married Kieran Thompson. She was the pilot of the other shuttle. I suspect she is having a similar conversation with your Lenara.”

Kieran closed her eyes. “Christ, not again.” She slapped her hand to her forehead. “Just like when I was on fucking Voyager, another spatial displacement,” she groused.

“Voyager?” Lenara was startled. “You got lost with them?”

“For over twelve years,” Kieran affirmed. “You and I were engaged when the ship was lost. Beverly’s son Wesley rescued the ship, eventually. I married Naomi Wildman right after the ship got back to Alpha space,” she recited.

Lenara shook her head. “By the Gods of Mak’ala, what a mess,” she muttered. “Naomi is married to our daughter, Kit, in this world.”

“How long before you can send me back?” Kieran kept her eyes closed, afraid to see Lenara’s face.

“I can’t,” she replied simply. “I have no means of opening a wormhole of that stability or magnitude. My Kieran was using the Bussard collectors on her shuttle to try to capture some of the exotic matter we were picking up. We were out here testing a preliminary design on a modified Tesla coil, when the wormhole formed and Kieran tried to grab some of the excess. To date, my best effort at a stable wormhole was at Deep Space Nine, and it was only a few seconds. If you’re going to go home, your Lenara will have to find a way to get you there,” she replied dejectedly. “Captain Picard and Commander LaForge are taking readings, trying to determine if the Lenara Kahn from your world is trying to reestablish the wormhole. So far, it doesn’t appear any attempts have been made.”

Kieran pinched the bridge of her nose. “How long do we sit here, hoping?”

Jean-Luc Picard stepped up beside Kieran’s biobed, resting a calming hand on her forearm. “Geordi thinks the next 48 hours should be critical. We’ll stay that long.”

“Get Wesley on subspace,” Kieran recommended, deep brown eyes fixing the Captain with a desperate look. “He’ll help.” 

Beverly flinched. “Wesley was killed when he was just a cadet. Flying a formation with Nova Squadron,” she put in, still troubled by it. “I never have been satisfied that the board of inquiry got to the bottom of it.”

“Oh, God,” Kieran flopped back against the biobed. “I’m trapped here. Lenara and Naomi will think it’s their fault. Oh, my God,” she moaned, hiding her face in her hands.

Beverly and Jean-Luc exchanged worried looks, Beverly scanning Kieran. “No trace of spatial psychosis, yet,” she advised her husband. “I’m going to give you a mild sedative, Commander,” she said gently. “Just to ease you through this.” She put the medication concoction together.

“Make me sleep,” Kieran pleaded. “Just make me sleep.”

________________

Kieran Kahn materialized aboard Enterprise in sickbay. She was bleeding into her abdominal cavity. “Lenara,” she grabbed the Trill’s hands, pulling her close. “I’m sorry.” She kissed the woman she believed to be her wife. “Be’thal,” she groaned, “I’m not—going to make it,” she realized. “The baby--?”

Lenara Kahn allowed the stranger the intimacy of the embrace, knowing she would not survive long enough for an explanation. “Honey,” she whispered, holding Kieran close.

“I love you, my beautiful Lenara,” Kieran whispered with her last breath. 

Beverly Picard shook her head, logging the time of death. “She’s pregnant, and the baby is dead, too,” she reported. “The child has Trill DNA,” she told Lenara. “This Kieran was never in the Delta Quadrant, because she has no trace of the residual antibodies from the Restidian bacteria. She also has an organic heart.” 

Lenara kissed the woman’s forehead, eyes filling with tears. She had a thought, and looked at Kieran’s hands. “This is the gold band I gave Kieran, the night her jersey was retired—when we got engaged. I guess in some universe, we actually made it to the altar,” she noted wistfully. 

Beverly continued to scan. “The baby was a little girl, four months into gestation,” she muttered, entering information into the medical database. “What a shame.”

Naomi Wildman stood staring at the woman who looked like B'Elanna Torres’ wife, too numb to begin to imagine what had become of her own Kieran.

Robin Kahn had Naomi around the waist from behind, supporting her. “Na, just because this Kieran didn’t survive doesn’t mean yours didn’t,” she tried to reassure the shaken young woman.

“She survived,” Naomi murmured. “I feel her. I would know if she were dead. Lenara,” she touched the Trill’s sleeve, “let’s get back to the bridge and try this again. We can get her back,” she urged.

Robin and Lenara exchanged meaningful glances. “Na,” Lenara came and wrapped the Ktarian in comforting arms. “Honey, four of the Tesla coils were destroyed in the backflash. We can’t even attempt another wormhole without them. It will be months before the manufacturers can resupply four coils. Kieran will have to stay wherever she is until we get the new coils, and we have to figure out what went wrong, and compensate for it, before we risk trying to bring her back through,” she broke the grim news. She held the woman tenderly, wishing she could absorb her pain. “I’m so sorry, sweetie.”

“I’m going to leave you two alone,” Robin offered. “I want to talk to Captain Picard, bounce a few ideas off of Commander Riley. Maybe we can come up with a rescue plan.”

Naomi lifted her head from Lenara’s shoulder. “Wesley Crusher. You have to find him,” she pleaded.

Beverly turned from the preliminary autopsy she was prepping for. “Wesley is off with the Traveler, again. I haven’t heard from him in months,” she reported. “I promise, if he contacts me, I’ll ask him to come home. But he told me they might be out of touch for the foreseeable future, and the last time he said that, it was years.”

Naomi felt as if someone had pulled a plug and drained her of her will to live. Lenara’s arms were the only thing standing between the Ktarian and a nervous breakdown.

______________

Naomi Wildman stared glassy eyed at the wall of her guest quarters. Robin Kahn slept beside her on one side, Lenara Kahn on the other, curled behind her, spooning her, trying to lend comfort. Naomi absently held Lenara’s arms around her midsection, thinking how fitting it was that she was finally sleeping with Lenara, and all she cared about was Kieran.

She cried intermittently, remembering how Kieran had saved her life. Violet had told Kit that Kieran was not to give Naomi her communicator. And when the moment came, Kieran had deduced that there was no way to save them both, and the transporter would get Naomi if it had two beams fixed on one signal. She trusted in that split second that the transporter chief would recognize two identical signatures and put them through one annular confinement to consolidate them. Kieran had known exactly what she was doing, and she knew there was a good chance she would die inside that wormhole. 

Lenara lay awake, as well, unable to shake the horrible irony of the situation. She had learned almost everything she knew about wormholes so she could use that knowledge to rescue her then fiancée, Kieran Thompson, from the Delta Quadrant. And now her experiments had sent Kieran away again.

She started to weep, feeling more miserable than she could ever remember.

Naomi turned to take the Trill into her arms, holding her tenderly. “Nara,” she whispered, so as not to awaken Robin, “honey, it’s not your fault. I know you’re blaming yourself, but it’s not.”

Lenara only cried harder.

_______________

“I think we should keep her remains in stasis,” Lenara was saying. “We have to send them back when we retrieve Kieran,” she explained. “It’s the decent thing to do.”

“Doctor Kahn,” Jean-Luc Picard said gently, “Mr. Worf has recovered the debris, and there are pieces from two different shuttle craft. The pieces that match our shuttle had a good deal of blood on them. I would have to wonder if Kieran survived,” he reasoned.

Emily Kahn looked up from her notes. “She survived,” she snapped impatiently, tears in her eyes. “She had to or Kit will die.”

Lenara and Robin exchanged worried looks. “Oh, Christ,” Robin murmured. “We have to tell Kit.”

“Na wants to tell her,” Lenara said softly.

“Right,” Robin said sarcastically. “She’s sedated and in shock, but she’s going to break the news to her daughter? I don’t think so, Nara.”

Lenara turned back to the Captain. “Blood. What about tissue? Bone? Fabric from her uniform?” she demanded.

Picard shook his head. “Nothing except blood, a few microns of epidermal tissue, and a few fibers from her uniform, thank God.”

“So there’s a good chance she’s alive,” Lenara concluded.

“There’s a good chance she didn’t die inside the wormhole,” Picard took the more pessimistic view. 

“How much longer do we wait to see if they’re going to make a rescue attempt?” Emily asked, frightened.

“Another 12 hours, and then we’ll head for home,” Picard replied. “I’ll beam you all to Kieran’s father’s, as soon as we make it into Earth’s orbit.”

_______________

Kit Wildman awoke at dawn in her grandfather’s home, thinking Today is the big day—Naomi and Lenara make history, rewrite the book on wormholes, and we have a stationary corridor to the Delta Quadrant. The event was one of such significance that the Academy had declared a holiday so the students could watch the proceedings on the satellite feed, and Kit and Jenny wanted to share the moment with Gerry Thompson. Gretchen Janeway had come down for the event, as well, and they had all spent the night in Florida, speculating on the achievements Naomi and Lenara would make together.

Jenny Calvert slept peacefully beside Kit, curled intimately around her backside, arm draped over Kit’s hip. Kit loved waking up with Jenny, loved the nearness and the warmth of her first thing in the morning. She turned silently and kissed her awake, gentle, delicate kisses on her eyelids and forehead, coaxing her from the cocoon of sleep.

Jenny started to smile, the cobwebs clearing from her mind. “Kyle,” she whispered in the pale light, “why are you awake at this hour?”

Kit grinned, kissing her full on the mouth. “Too excited to sleep,” she admitted, “so I thought I’d see if you might like to wake up together, Corrinne.”

“I can’t think of a single good reason to be conscious before eight on a vacation,” Jenny feigned ignorance of Kit’s intentions.

“I can. Will you let me convince you how much you really want to be awake?” she flirted.

Jenny smiled softly. “Pretty sure of yourself, huh? That you can convince me?”

“Oh, I know I can.” Kit moved Jenny onto her back, taking her in muscular arms, letting their nakedness slide together in velvet tenderness. “Can you be quiet?”

Jenny gazed up at her. “If you say I have to be, I can,” she promised. 

They made love slowly, tenderly, muffling the sounds of their arousal with their kisses, exploring each other’s bodies with purpose and love. In the time they had been together, they had discovered a depth to their sexual interaction that neither had expected, an increasing knowledge of one another that made every encounter better than the last. And something more. They had found trust, and faith, and a gradual awareness of how fortunate they both were to have each other.

For Kit, that trust manifested itself in a simple behavior, one she had never been able to embrace: with Jenny Calvert, she slept naked. She no longer needed the psychological boundary against the memories of her abuse, and from the first time they made love, Kit broke the habit of retreating into her clothing as soon as the deed was done. More than that, she could sleep naked with Jenny even when they didn’t make love, though they rarely refrained. 

Lying together, Kit could not imagine feeling more whole, more loved, or more committed to anyone. It crossed her mind that only a year and a half before, she had taken Emily Frazier’s virginity in this very bed, and she marveled at how it seemed a lifetime ago. Jenny moved beneath her, gasping into her kiss, faintly groaning as she came, fingers sinking into Kit’s soft behind, pressing their bodies tighter together as they moved. Kit’s frame glided against Jenny’s, and she climaxed almost simultaneously, a strangled sound escaping her throat as she reached her peak. She rolled them over, taking Jenny on top of her and sliding her fingers inside of the all-too-willing woman. Jenny thrust against her hand, then cried out in the pillow as Kit took her from behind, the combined sensations sending her over the edge again. 

“Aren’t you glad I woke you up, now?” Kit smiled up at her, face slick with sweat. 

Jenny collapsed against her. “Yes. I’m amazed we ever get any sleep, at all,” she breathed, trying to clear her vision. 

They held each other close, each woman silent and contemplative. Kit was almost drifting off to sleep again when she heard a strange, rhythmic sound, and her eyes flew open. Bedsprings, she realized, stiffening. Like the fold out bed at the Flight School, where Uncle Kenny used to make me…

Jenny heard it too. She propped herself up on one arm. “Your grandfather and your great-grandmother are lovers,” she informed Kit. “Do you hear that?”

Kit nodded. “I do, but it has to be something else,” she decided. “Grandma Vi hasn’t even been dead a year.”

“Honey, at their age, a year is an eternity,” she pointed out. 

“No, we’re imagining things,” Kit insisted. “Shhhhh.”

The unmistakable sound of panting filtered through the wall.

“Oh, my God.” Kit hid her face in Jenny’s shoulder, giggling. “They ARE.”

“He must be good,” Jenny chuckled. “Those springs have been going a long time,” she pointed out. 

“I do not need that image in my head, Corrinne,” Kit bitched.  “Grandparents are supposed to make cookies and have dogs, not boink each other,” she hissed, grinning. 

“I guarantee you they are not baking cookies, sweetie.” Jenny smacked her thigh, laughing into her hand.

A female voice sounded, soft, but unmistakably urgent, the words unintelligible, followed by a muffled cry.

“Damn, he’s a machine,” Kit laughed softly. “Oh, nope, there he goes,” she added, listening as the squeaking lost its cadence and became frantic and disjointed, punctuated by a heavy groan. “It was nice that he waited for her, though.” She winked at Jenny. 

Jenny nodded. “Yeah, very decent of him. Too bad Rick never figured that one out.”

“Could you have come with him, if he’d been more patient about his own satisfaction, do you think?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Jenny speculated. “He did other things to me, besides that, and those never worked either,” she admitted. 

“Was it technique?” Kit wondered.

“Maybe. Or maybe I didn’t love him enough, or he wasn’t paying close enough attention to my response. I just don’t know,” she shook her head. “I stopped trying to figure it out. Now that I know how good sex can be, I am damned glad I didn’t sentence myself to a life with him.”

“Do you think you might just be a lesbian?” Kit asked quietly.

Jenny grinned. “Well, if I wasn’t before, I am now,” she confirmed. “What about you? Would you ever voluntarily sleep with a man?”

Kit shook her head. “I’m not attracted to men. Only, I can’t say if it’s because I was abused, or not. It started so young with Uncle Kenny, before I had any idea what sex was, that I don’t know if I’m just naturally repulsed by men or if it’s because of him, per se. But then I have this whole dichotomous thing in my head about sex and making love—the two are completely separate for me. I don’t know how to explain it, but when I had sex with him, it was like my brain just fragmented, somehow, like I switched off my awareness. My body did what he wanted it to, and my brain went someplace else. Most of the time I was just in survival mode, trying to keep from getting in trouble.”

“Trouble? You mean like your Aunt Grace finding out?” Jenny asked softly, touching Kit’s face.

“No,” Kit replied. “Like displeasing him, which made him do mean things to me. We had all sorts of elaborate rules, and if I deviated from them, he would—punish me by doing things to me I didn’t like. Like wearing clothes to bed. I was only allowed to do that if I was on my period. That’s how he knew I was unclean. Only sometimes I’d wear them more often, to try and fool him, and keep him out of my bed. If he caught me, he would punish me for deceiving him.”

“Punish you like ground you?” Jenny asked, dreading the answer.

Kit laughed. “Nothing that nice. You really want to know this stuff, Jen?”

Jenny nodded slowly. “I love you, Kit. Isn’t it important for me to know?”

Kit shrugged. “I don’t really know why it would be. But I’ll try to tell you if you think it’s important.”

“Maybe it’s important because if I fill in the blanks myself, I won’t have an accurate picture of who you are? I mean, I could fill in the blanks with much harsher things than really happened, or much milder things. I have no idea what you’ve been through,” she reasoned. 

“Okay,” she agreed reluctantly, heaving a troubled sigh. “He would punish me by—coming to bed and not letting me get aroused. He would penetrate me without my being wet, and he would fuck me like that, until I was begging him to stop.” She drew a shuddering breath, running her hand through her hair. “Begging him to stop really got him off, too. But if I started begging right away, it would piss him off, and he would—he would take me anally, and that hurt like hell. So I learned pretty early on not to lie to him about my period, and not to piss him off. And sometimes that meant doing whatever he wanted me to do, to keep from getting brutalized. I taught at the flight school, and a lot of times, that was really just a euphemism for having sex with him. He’d tell Aunt Grace I was earning my keep teaching lessons, but he cooked the books to make it look like I taught more often than I really did. A lot of those so-called lessons were two and three-hour sessions in bed with him. He had a couch that had a bed in it in his office, and it was just a rule that I’d go every Tuesday and wait in that bed for him. Since the younger kids were out of school in the evenings, Aunt Grace had to be with them, and there was no chance of getting caught.” Kit sighed. 

“I went to live with them when I was only eight, and by the time I was ten, he was having intercourse with me. It took him a couple of years to try it, I guess because he was afraid he’d hurt me so bad, someone would find out. So the first couple of months he just fondled me and taught me how to do the same to him. And then he started penetrating me with his fingers, to open me, so that eventually he could get himself inside me without killing me, I guess. I suppose it was considerate of him, to make sure he didn’t hurt me worse,” she said hollowly. “And the freaky thing about it is, some of what he did felt good. As long as I was compliant, he didn’t hurt me, and sometimes he would let me actually enjoy it, but only if he said I could. He would tell me not to come, and he would tease and tease until I was aching to come, and he wouldn’t let me until he was in me. When Emily and I became lovers, I didn’t know how to have a really controlled orgasm without something large inside me. I figured some of it out on my own, and Kieran told me some things, too, and so I was able to work it out eventually.”

Jenny enfolded Kit in protective arms. “And this went on until you were seventeen?”

“Yeah, and a half. That’s when Kieran and Naomi came along. I had decided not to let him do those things to me anymore, to use my karate skills against him if he tried. But I never could do it. My brain was too conditioned to be compliant, I guess. But I had gone off birth control, thinking that would force me to fight back. It didn’t, and I got pregnant. I had to finally tell Kieran, because I did not want a child, and I couldn’t take much more from him. See, Naomi needed flight lessons, and to get simulator time he made me have lots more sex with him. She’d die if she knew that.  But she and Kieran were doing such wonderful things for me, and they really seemed to care about me, and I just—figured it didn’t matter, I was so worthless, anyway. I mean, what else was I really good for, but servicing him? That’s how I ended up pregnant—all the additional work shifts,” she recalled. She looked up at Jenny, stunned. “Damn, it took me over a year to tell all of that to Robbie, and I would cry and cry over it, trying to get it out. I just told you all of it, and didn’t shed a tear. I bet that’s important, like some sort of break through, or something. And look at me—I sleep naked with you. That has to mean I’m getting better. I can’t wait for Robbie to come home so I can tell her. She’ll be amazed.”

“She will?” Jenny kissed Kit’s hair. 

“Yeah. I mean, when Ems and I split, I was convinced I’d never be able to get sexually involved with anyone else. She was easier, because she was abused, too, though not sexually. We had an instant rapport, and common ground, and similar fears and vulnerabilities. I was so afraid I’d never be able to get close to anyone again, to trust anyone. Obviously, I trust you more than her, even, because I never could sleep naked with her without getting scared by it. I’d stay naked with her until she fell asleep and then sneak my clothes back on. If she noticed, she never said anything, but I was so conscious of needing that security blanket, even with her. I guess with you I don’t need it. And it wasn’t even anything I had to think about, or work through. It just happened naturally.”  

“I’m glad,” Jenny said softly. “I love you, Kit. I want you to feel safe. And I want you to be able to tell me things you wouldn’t tell anyone else. I feel I can do that with you, and I hope you always trust me enough to reciprocate.” She hugged her nearer. “You know, for everything you’ve been through, you seem so—undamaged, so normal. It amazes me.”

Kit smiled. “That’s because I have the most loving adoptive family, and the best therapist, and great friends. Kieran has just been everything to me. And Robbie, and Na, and Lenara. One time, I flashed back when I was with Lenara in the lab, and I actually physically attacked her, and hurt her, and she forgave me like it was just nothing at all. They all love me so much, and watch out for me. If I’m healing, it’s because of them. Well, and because I work my ass off at it. Robbie says I’ve made more progress in the two years she’s been treating me than a lot of people make in five or ten years.”

“Wow, that’s something,” Jenny admitted. “Robin doesn’t seem like the type who would flatter anyone, so her praise must be sincere. And you must have worked really hard.”

“Yeah, well, there were times I thought I’d never get through it. A couple of times I really, seriously thought about suicide. But I guess all survivors do, so that’s not unusual.”

“According to what I read, you’re right. The experts say it stems from self-esteem issues. Is that what you think?” Jenny asked gently.

“Yeah. It was for me. I guess when people treat you like you’re disposable, you start to believe their opinion of you. I’ve struggled to accept that I’m worth more. Kieran drills it into my head, though, by constantly telling me how much she loves me, and how proud she is of me. Naomi, too. They just never let me forget how important I am to them. And I really depend on them that way. Robbie says eventually I’ll be able to get those feelings of self-worth from myself, but for now, it’s expected that I need them from an external source. Lucky for me, Kieran is a psychologist, and Na is going to be one, and they know that. And Lenara is right there with them, because she loves me, and listens to whatever Kieran says I need. Now you know why I listen to their input, Jen. The four of them have been my salvation. And I mean, they just came out of nowhere to help me and heal me, and love me. They had no reason whatsoever to give two shits about me. But they did.” She remembered fondly how Kieran had taken her in all those months ago, without a second of hesitation, and so completely. “And Seven, and Grandpa Gerry and Grandma Vi, and Kate Pulaski, and Admiral Brand—I’ve had this whole network of supportive people. And they all came into my life because Kieran was the doorway. I would just be lost without her,” Kit realized.

“You talk to her about everything, you said,” Jenny recalled. “Does she know about your abuse, in the detail that you just described to me?”

Kit shook her head. “Not all of it. And that was just the surface, too, so fasten your seatbelt, because there’s more to it. Robbie says it’s like peeling an onion, layer after layer, to get rid of all the rotten spots. I’m still peeling it myself, and there are things I haven’t told her yet. Hell, some of it I don’t necessarily remember, because I’ll have this sudden memory, and some horrible thing comes flooding back to me. But I’m careful to only tell Kieran things when I just have to talk to someone about them, because I know how bad it hurts her to hear those things. I know because when I found out about Emily’s abuse, I felt the same way—angry and frustrated and helpless. It just makes you sick inside, knowing you can’t change the past and can’t fix the future, and someone you love suffered so much. Are you sure you want to take me on, Corrinne? I may seem like I’m normal on the surface, but the truth is, I’m damaged goods. And there are going to be challenges for us—for you, dealing with me. You’d better know what you’re getting yourself into,” Kit warned.

“Honey,” Jenny moved over her, peering into her eyes. “I do know. That’s why I read all that material, and I’ve had a couple of sessions with Robin myself, to ask questions about how to conduct myself with you as a survivor. Of course, she wouldn’t tell me anything specific about you, but she gave me general input, couched in the terms I needed it to be in. It was enlightening, and it made me feel a lot better about what might be in store for us.”

Kit regarded her with approbation, touching her face. “You did that for me? Jen, you are astounding. I just love you so much,” her voice threatened to break.

Jenny smiled at her. “Listen, Kyle, I intend to be here as long as you’ll let me. I want to do this right, because I never want to be like Emily Kahn, wringing my hands and wishing I’d held on tighter, walking around like I’m haunted by your memory. She’s a mess since you guys broke up.”

“She is?” Kit was surprised. “I mean, she’s a mess, but I didn’t think it had a thing to do with me.”

“Don’t kid yourself,” Jenny disagreed. “I’ve seen how she looks at you. How she hates what she’s becoming. Everyone on campus talks about her. Allison Carey talks openly about how she’s only dating Emily for the sex.”

Allison Carey was the latest leader of Nova Squadron, and a cadet first class. For most cadets, Allison would be considered a winning match.

Kit’s eyes darkened. “I’ll kill her if she hurts Ems,” she promised.

Jenny was startled at the venom in her tone. “What do you care?”

“I just do. It’s not like I ever stopped, Jen. Ems and I didn’t break up because of any issues like the ones you had with Rick. We broke up because we’re too different, as people, to make a relationship work over the long term. That’s all. Not because we stopped loving each other. I still love her. I expect I always will. It’s no different than Kieran and Lenara, and how they’re still in love, in their own way.”

“Do I need to be worried about your feelings for Emily?” she asked quietly.

“Absolutely not,” Kit assured her. “I’m with you, and that’s solid, something you can count on. I’m right where I want to be.”

_______________

“Hey Kit,” Gerry Thompson called to his granddaughter. “There’s a message from your mom on my workstation. You want to listen before the newsfeed?”

Kit grinned. “Yeah!” She practically skipped into his office. She keyed the command to play back the pre-recorded message. 

Kieran appeared on the screen, smiling. “Hey kiddo, I just wanted to send you a quick ‘hi’ and tell you that I’m thinking about you. I hope you’re enjoying your time with Dad. I miss you. Tomorrow is the big experiment, and I’m pretty nervous. I have a gut feeling that it’s not going to go the way we planned. So I want you to promise me you’ll be strong for me, no matter what happens. I want you to take care of Naomi and mind what she tells you, and do your best in school. Keep making me proud, Kit. You know I love you more than anyone, or anything in this whole world, and I know what a wonderful person you are. I believe in you. You’re my hero, Kit Wildman, and I love that you’re my daughter. I love you, sweetheart. I hope I see you soon.”

Kit frowned, a puzzled look on her face. It’s not going to go the way we planned. What the hell is that supposed to mean? She listened to the message twice more, a gnawing dread in her stomach.

______________

Admiral Amanda Brand sipped her morning coffee, went to her workstation in the corner of her living room, and punched up her personal comm account. Kieran had sent her a message from the Enterprise, probably to razz her about having to play poker with a new patsy this week. Poor Kieran. I always take her money, Brand thought wickedly of her poker pals, and the latest addition to the pool, Kieran Wildman. She had never forgotten the way Kieran had defended her honor with Randy Carlson, and the thought of it still made her heart flutter.

Kieran materialized on the screen, looking fairly grim. “Hello, Amanda,” she said pleasantly, though her features were drawn. “I don’t mean to alarm you, but tomorrow is the big test of the wormhole, and I can’t shake this sense of foreboding that I have. I have a feeling that it’s going to be a long time until I see you again. So I wanted to send you my love, and to tell you to hang in there. I know the divorce has been rough on you, and I think you’re doing a splendid job of working through the trauma of it. I’ve treasured the time we’ve had, and the friendship you’ve entrusted to me. 

“I need to ask a favor. If, God forbid, something goes wrong tomorrow, please watch out for Kit and Naomi. Make sure they finish school. Make sure they know how much I loved them. Please, Amanda, I know I can count on you. I’m probably being paranoid, and you’ll make fun of me when I get back,” she laughed lightly. She reached for a bottle of brandy, poured a shot, and lifted it in toast. “Here’s to love, and to friendship. My life is richer for having yours,” she said softly, throwing down the shot. “Take care, Amanda. I’m thinking of you.”

Amanda Brand felt a cold chill creeping up her spine that even hot coffee couldn’t supplant. She set her jaw against her superstitious reaction, shook her head to clear her mind, and sent positive thoughts to her friend. She made a mental note to touch base with Kit the second the experiment was complete. She had been a dinner guest at the Wildman’s more times than she could count in the past year, and she was very fond of Kieran’s entire family. She glanced up at the framed jersey over her desk, a jersey Kieran had worn in the playoffs against Washington. Kieran had signed it with the message “To Amanda, my poker pal. If not for you, I wouldn’t need a pro contract.” Amanda laughed at the sentiment. Every dime she had won from Kieran went into a kitty jar, so she could save it for a going away party for the Commander when the Wildmans all graduated. She was going to need a bigger jar, as badly as Kieran played poker.

_______________

Kit Wildman watched in horror as the wormhole began to collapse, and the shuttle her parents were on was sucked into the mouth of the corridor. The newsfeed winked out, and the commentator came on immediately thereafter. They would not show the actual explosion, as it was considered inappropriate until next of kin could be contacted.

Kit was almost hysterical, pounding messages into the comm system, trying to find out anything. She placed a repeating hail to the Enterprise, which was out of subspace range. She contacted Admiral Brand and Kathryn Janeway, desperate for any news. Neither had heard anything more than what the media was broadcasting.

“Damn it,” Kit paced the floor of the Naples home, “Na and Mom were both in that shuttle. They’re not telling us anything because they aren’t sure if they’re alive,” she ground her teeth, smacking her fist into her hand.

“Honey,” Jenny tried to put her arms around her lover, “this isn’t going to help,” she advised.

Kit shrugged Jenny’s arms away. “I can’t,” she said simply. “My parents—Jen, they could be gone,” she wailed, resuming her trek.

“Kit,” Jenny said under her breath, “stop it. You’re scaring Gerry and Gretchen. They’re every bit as worried as you are.”

Kit glanced at the frightened pair, holding hands on the couch, looking as pale as winter snow. “Oh,” she said softly. “I get it. Let’s make some hot tea for everyone, and I’ll try to settle down. Thanks, sweetie.” She kissed Jenny’s cheek.

__________________

Naomi Wildman knocked softly at the door to the Thompson household, waiting for someone to answer. Lenara, Robin and Emily Kahn stood two steps back, waiting as well. Kit heard the knock and flew out of bed, tearing open the door.

“Na? Oh, thank God,” she grabbed her adoptive mother and dragged her through the door. “Mom?” she looked at the assembled women. “Come on, Mom, stop jerking me around, this isn’t funny,” she laughed, looking around frantically for Kieran, expecting her to step out of the darkness wearing an impish grin.

“Kit,” Naomi held her face in warm hands. “Kieran isn’t with us.”

Kit’s body went limp, her face crumbling. “Not—with you?”

Naomi held her close. “Baby, the shuttle got pulled into the wormhole. We know the wormhole was a conduit to another dimension, a mirror image of this one. I’m sure she’s alive, but we can’t try to retrieve her until we have new Tesla coils.”

“You—but that—that’s months, Na,” she realized. “She’s trapped over there?”

“For the time being,” Naomi affirmed.

“But she’s alive?” Kit clarified.

Naomi frowned slightly. “I believe she is, but Kit, we have no way of knowing that for sure.”

Kit collapsed on the couch beside her Grandfather, who had crept out of bed to listen to the news. “You’re not even sure?”

Gerry took Kit’s hand. “She’s alive, Kit. I know it,” he said confidently, though his face looked suddenly old.

Kit stared blankly into space, clearly drained. Robin watched her carefully, wondering if she would need to be medicated, as Naomi had only forty-eight hours before. “What happened, Na?”

Naomi explained the failures at several levels of the experiment protocol, how Kieran had saved her by putting a second comm badge on Naomi to get a transporter lock, how the wormhole had collapsed when the exotic matter got out of balance.

A familiar look settled in Kit’s features. Resignation. Determination. Calm. Robin had seen that look one place before. In Kieran Thompson.

“Okay, here’s the deal,” Kit jumped up and started to pace. “I want a copy of the data, the mission logs, the experiment specs, the design of the Tesla Coils, the communications, the probe telemetry. Lenara, transfer copies to my comm account. I want to go over it all in detail, make sure there’s nothing you guys have missed. Na, one of us has to contact Katie and B'Elanna. If you can’t, I will. I’ll contact Coach Perkins, and Admiral Brand, and tell them what’s happened. I’ll resign from the team,” she said to herself, “I won’t have time for it now. We have to get the manufacturers to step up the timetable on production. Three months per coil is unacceptable,” she said in Sevenesque fashion. “We’ll put out a general hail to all Starfleet ships that Wesley Crusher is to be advised of the situation if anyone has any contact with him, or the Traveler. We have to go over the data and find out what triggered the exotic matter chain reaction.” She bit her lip, thinking aloud. “We can’t afford another mishap like that,” she decided. “I’m the best pilot of the bunch of us. Next time, I’ll handle the shuttle at the mouth,” she muttered. “Damn it, I should have done it myself. A ricochet maneuver might have thrown the shuttle clear of the gravitational pull, but Mom wouldn’t know that,” she ranted to herself.  “Damn it, Kit, you should have gone,” she was starting to talk to herself. “Too fucking caught up in your own shit, the story of your life, modus operandi on all frequencies,” she threw her hands up.

Robin Kahn grabbed her on her next pass. “Kit, stop. Lenara has a whole staff of assistants and every professor in her department going over the data. Seven of Nine has it, and is analyzing it, too, as well as Kathryn and B'Elanna. B'Elanna has been told, so that’s not your concern. The coil manufacturers will be next to hear from us. We’ve had offers pouring in from all over the Earth, pledges of assistance and funding and you name it.” Robin fixed Kit with a purposeful glare. “Kieran would have never, ever let you pilot that mission, kiddo. Not in a zillion years. So don’t tell yourself you could have prevented this. Damn, Kit, the woman would do anything—anything to keep you out of harm’s way. It took us a month to convince her that Naomi had to be on the shuttle with her.”

Kit’s eyes suddenly widened. “Grandma Vi told me to tell Kieran not to give Naomi her communicator. Oh, God, that’s what she meant.” Kit bumped her head against Robin’s shoulder. “And Cassidy said ‘not all worlds have the same constant’ and she told Kieran to enjoy the island.”

Naomi nodded. “I was the constant. I suppose now I’m not?” she puzzled over it.

“Either way, it means Kieran’s alive,” Kit put in. “She’s coming home, I know she is.”

_________________

Coaches Perkins and Freeman had asked Kit and Naomi Wildman to say a few words to the team, since everyone had come to the first practice of the year to find Coach Wildman missing in action. Kit held Naomi’s hand in her right and Jenny Calvert’s in her left as they walked toward the arena, all three women stopping in their tracks as they spotted Kieran’s statue. Piles of flowers, candles, cards, messages, and basketball mementos from Kieran’s playing days surrounded the base. Someone had left a teddy bear at the feet of the statue, and there were miniature balls with notes scrawled on them, comforting words for the family. A group of students stood silently by, heads bowed, crying. More cadets approached as the women watched, dropping bouquets at the base, paying homage, some praying. 

“They’ve been coming all weekend,” Jenny advised her companions. “They held a vigil last night. Everyone on campus is wearing black armbands in tribute to her.”

They stood stock still, surveying the vast array of flowers and gifts. They kept their distance, mesmerized by the scene, until finally, Admiral Amanda Brand crept up to the statue. She opened a bottle of brandy, poured two shots, drank down one, and sat the other on the pedestal. She lay a single white rose on the marble foundation, mumbled something, and left the full shot sitting there. She studied the bronzed visage of her friend, face contorting with sadness, fingers pressing into her eyelids to suppress the tears. She covered her mouth to stop the sound from escaping, rushing away, eyes on the ground. She was headed right for the three women, who opened their circle to grab her.

Amanda was startled to suddenly be in warm arms, until she realized who held her. “Naomi, I can’t tell you how sorry—I am,” she choked on the words. 

“Thank you, Admiral. I know what you just did—that would mean a lot to Kieran. She loved you, you know,” the Ktarian said thickly.

Kit flinched. “Stop talking about her in the past tense,” she snapped. “She is alive, and she’s coming home. Na,” she softened her tone, “you have to believe it. You have to.”

“I do, Kit, I promise,” Naomi replied. “I didn’t mean it the way it came out. Admiral, if you’ll excuse us, we have to talk to the team. Decide if we’re playing this season, or if we’re going to spend every waking nanosecond poring over the mission data a thousand times.”

“May I say something?” Amanda had her emotions under control for the moment. “I think you should be asking yourself one thing. What would Kieran want you to do?”

Naomi’s eyes showed the lancing pain she felt. “She would—want us to play, Kit,” she turned to her daughter. “She did, when Cassidy was dying. She played her heart out for Cass. And we—have to do the same for her. Because that’s what she’d tell us to do.”

Kit had held it together for the past two days without assistance from medication, without shedding a tear. Her hands started to tremble, and her shoulders shook. “Look at it all,” she couldn’t believe the display of affection for her mother, the yellow ribbons adorning the light posts, the constant stream of cadets still coming to leave their prayers and their offerings. “I can’t—do this,” she started to cry. “I need her too much, Na. What if she never comes back?”

Naomi had her daughter in a firm embrace, needing the support as much as she needed to give it. “Kit, if there’s one thing I know about my wife it’s this: she never, ever gives up on the people she loves. And she loves you more than anyone, or anything in this whole quadrant. If there’s a way, she’ll be back.”

_________________

Kieran Wildman awoke in Lenara and Kieran Kahn’s bed, groggy from the medication she had been given. She wasn’t certain how long she’d been asleep, or how many days it had been since the accident. She didn’t even remember how she got to San Francisco, or to this unfamiliar house. She vaguely remembered talking to Deanna Troi about what had happened. Poor Deanna had been dragged away from her honeymoon with Commander Worf to deal with the crisis, but Kieran remembered very little of the discussions she and Deanna had had. 

She glanced around the room, spying numerous framed photos on the walls, on the dresser, on the nightstand. She leaned on her arm to get a better look at the silver framed wedding picture on Lenara’s side of the bed. The Kieran standing there was an ensign, on the Enterprise, and Lenara was wearing the Trill robes she had worn when Kieran visited her on Trill. She must have agreed to come with me, defied the Trill Science Ministry, violated her contract, Kieran realized. They looked so happy, standing there smiling, gazing into one another’s eyes. The Kieran in the photograph was so young, with short spiked hair bleached blonde, like her own. 

Kieran slipped out of bed, wondered vaguely how she ended up in the sweatpants and t-shirt she was wearing, and moved gingerly to the hanging photos on the wall. Lenara with Kit, when Kit was possibly no older than ten. Kieran and Lenara’s wedding again, posing with Captain Picard, Deanna Troi, and Bejal Otner aboard the Enterprise. The course of their married life adorned the wall, Kit’s high school years, Kieran and Lenara at various anniversary parties, Kieran’s parents and Cassidy, Kieran and Robin Lefler getting their doctoral degrees together. Kit and Naomi, dressed to kill for some Academy dance. Kit and Naomi’s wedding. Kit’s promotion ceremony when she was made Lieutenant, standing beside Kathryn Janeway, Naomi and Samantha Wildman. Naomi and Kit with a tiny little infant, a child sporting a full head of strawberry blonde hair.

Lenara Kahn went to check on her patient, bearing corn chowder and iced tea for lunch. Kieran scooted back into bed, as she knew she was not allowed to be up and around quite yet.

“How are you feeling, sweetie?” Lenara lapsed into terms of endearment when her words weren’t guarded. 

“Better,” Kieran decided, sitting up against the pillows. “How long have we been back on Earth?” she asked, accepting the bed tray.

“Three days. You’ve slept most of that time. I had to leave you alone this morning, because I had a class to teach. The media is starting to report what’s happened, and there are messages from everyone on the planet. I don’t know what to tell her parents, her friends, Kit—” Lenara faltered, covering her lips with her fingertips.

“Hey,” Kieran moved the tray and gathered Lenara into her arms. “Nara,” she kissed her hair. “In any universe, I love you, and you and I have gotten through a lot of things together,” she murmured. “Please, believe me when I tell you, we’ll get through this too.”

Lenara sank into the familiar embrace, noting how oddly similar it was to her wife’s. “I’m sorry to be so weak,” she said quietly, allowing this stranger to hold her. “I just—we’ve been together so long, I don’t know how to be without her.”

“I can see that,” Kieran agreed, nodding at the array of photos. “Nara, tell me what happened with you two. My life is obviously nothing like what Kieran Kahn’s turned out to be like.”

Lenara sighed. “You eat your lunch. No stories until you’ve cleaned your plate. You know how you stop eating when you’re upset,” she lectured, then slapped her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry—I just assumed you’re like she is, about that.”

“I am,” Kieran agreed. “Starve myself in a crisis,” she admitted, easing the Trill out of her arms. “So I’ll eat to reassure you, how’s that?”

“Just like something she would say,” Lenara realized. She sighed, remembering it all. “Here’s how I ended up married to you—I mean, to Kieran Kahn,” she corrected herself, launching into the story.

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

Lenara Kahn sat in her laboratory, eyes refusing to unblur, head pounding as she went over the numbers yet again. Bejal was waiting for her analysis so he could run preliminary tests, and she had been struggling over this particular equation for days. She wondered if it was possible to die of eyestrain. She never heard the footfalls coming into the lab, didn’t see the tall woman standing in the back of the room, watching her with tender regard.

“I knew if I didn’t come in person, no one would ever convince you to take some time to relax and recharge,” Kieran Thompson said softly, gazing at the familiar markings on the Doctor’s neck.

Lenara wheeled around in her chair, eyes wide and disbelieving. She leapt into Kieran’s arms, nearly knocking her over with the fierceness of the hug. “By the Gods of Mak’ala,” Lenara gasped, hugging the taller woman close. “How did you get here? It’s so good to see you again.” She felt the words catch in her throat, strangled with the impact of the nearness of her lost lover.

Kieran held her warmly, kissing her hair. “You said you didn’t know how, but you had to see me again. I decided it was I who had to see you, my love.” She let her eyes fill with tears.

“But your relationship—” Lenara protested, easing Kieran away, studying her regretful expression.

“Over with. Can you forgive me for not being there when you made up your mind?” Deep brown eyes held a faint ray of hope.

Lenara stood on tip toes to kiss her, lips parting beneath Kieran’s, fingers tangled in her hair. “I made up my mind during your commencement speech,” she confessed. “It just took me until Florida to admit it to myself, and much too long after that to admit it to you,” she murmured, arms twining around Kieran’s neck. “Can you forgive me for being too cowardly to tell you how I feel?”

Kieran kissed her tenderly, memorizing the feeling of her lips once more.  “Tell me now, Lenara.” She pressed her face against the crown of Lenara’s silky brown hair.

Lenara closed her eyes, forcing down her reluctance. “I love you, Kieran,” she said quietly.

Kieran squeezed her gently. “My beautiful Lenara,” she said hoarsely, “I love you, too. Thank you for not sending me away again,” she barely got the words out.  “What in God’s name do we do now, my love?” She peered intently into the Trill’s eyes, eyes fierce with love and need, eyes the incredible color of the morning sky.

“We go to my home, and we spend every nanosecond we can together until Enterprise leaves again,” she reasoned. 
Lenara made her way back to her workstation, saving her files, shutting down programs, and sending Bejal a stern note not to disturb her until he heard from her. She turned back to the muscular Ensign, smiling. “I’m all yours, now. What would you like to do first?”

Kieran gathered her in a lingering kiss, holding her possessively. “Make love to you until our strength is gone,” she murmured against Lenara’s brown-gold hair. “I’ve missed you so much.”

“Why didn’t you contact me, Kieran? Tell me about the end of your relationship?” Lenara’s stormy gray eyes pleaded for an explanation. 

“I didn’t dare hope, my love. After how I left things with you—why would I have any reason to think you would still want me?” Kieran kissed her forehead tenderly.

“Because I always will.” Lenara clung to her. “Let’s go home.” She took Kieran’s hand. Kieran pulled it free again, wrapping Lenara beneath her arm, holding her close as they walked.

Lenara Kahn’s domicile was spartanly appointed, a study in organization, and a testament to the scientific mind dwelling within its walls. PADDs were stacked neatly beside workstations and Lenara had three complete workstations in her small abode, each dedicated to a different branch of her research. Kieran noted that the only personal effects were a few pictures of her family, and one very large, framed picture of Lenara and Kieran, taken at Kieran’s parents in Florida. They held each other on the beach, and Gerry Thompson had snapped the image for all eternity. Lenara had the photo prominently displayed in her living room.

“You see?” she said softly, peering up at her lover. “I never stopped loving you, not for a second.” She went to the kitchen, retrieved a bottle of Trill wine and two glasses, and said to Kieran “There’s more. Follow me.”

Inside Lenara’s bedroom, a small photo of Kieran rested on the nightstand. “You’re the last thing I see when I close my eyes to sleep, and the first thing I see when I awaken every morning,” she said faintly.

Kieran swallowed hard, her throat aching. “My beautiful Lenara,” she whispered, enfolding the Trill in her arms. “I love you so much. I can’t believe you’ve been loving me all this time.”

They held each other silently for a long while, then Lenara poured the wine and set the glasses aside. “On Trill,” she said quietly, “we make love differently than on Earth,” she explained, smiling seductively and reaching for the closure of Kieran’s uniform tunic. “Trill present themselves unclothed to their lovers, and foreplay lasts for hours, sometimes all night,” she continued, peeling Kieran’s uniform off her shoulders. “It can be very—tantalizing,” she kissed Kieran’s chest, her throat, her shoulders.

Kieran breathed in suddenly, gasping at the gentle fingers removing her undergarment, the inadvertent touch of her breasts, the subtle revelation of naked flesh. She obliged by unzipping Lenara’s robe from the back of her neck to the dip above her buttocks, brushing the fabric away with practiced hands, letting it fall to the floor.

She let Lenara remove her clothing, only helping when it came to the Starfleet issue boots, and after a brief interval, they stood before one another, naked. Kieran kissed her tentatively, letting the velvet sensation wash over her. Lenara’s mouth was so small, so delicate, her kiss as fragile as china. Kieran parted her lips carefully, sweetly, seeking entrance with her tongue, body electrified by the faint groan as Lenara’s mouth opened to her. Kieran let her palms glance over the dark Trill patterns of Lenara’s shoulders, following the caress with the lightest of kisses.

“You do remember,” Lenara sighed, letting Kieran take the lead.

“I’ve thought about this so many times, Nara,” she whispered. “Touching you, feeling your skin against mine, loving you,” she breathed. 

They kissed until their legs would no longer support them, and Kieran smiled at her lover, picking her up in powerful arms. She cradled her close, carrying her to the bed and sitting her gently down. “I remember the first time I did that, I was so afraid I’d crush you,” she said softly.

Lenara smiled against Kieran’s cheek, kissing her face. “I was afraid you might, too,” she recalled, “but you’ve always been so tender with me, especially considering your strength,” she wondered at it.

“I want everything I do for you to be exactly what you want,” Kieran whispered against Lenara’s temple, lips faintly grazing the dark geometric shapes. She touched the patterns with her fingertip, tracing the edges of each curve, each chevron, each swirl, each angle. Lenara closed her eyes, letting Kieran seduce her, giving herself over to the almost casual touches, trusting that they would share the same perfect intimacy they had found since that first night on Earth. Kieran’s thumbs caressed her cheeks, warm palms cupped her thin, feminine face, and lips covered her forehead with the softest of kisses. Lenara exhaled, a sigh, an invitation.

Kieran spent nearly an hour touching her face, kissing her full, pale lips, gazing into those amazing eyes that seemed blue in the dim light of Lenara’s home. With considerable patience, she allowed her kiss to wander from the pout of lips to the elegant slope of Lenara’s neck, kisses so fleeting they were barely more than a whisper. Fingertips trailed from cheek to jaw, glancing over the paling spots, eliciting an occasional gasp or a sigh. Lenara’s eyes closed involuntarily when Kieran’s kiss became insistent against the sensitive flesh of her throat, then retreated to gentle hints at kisses. Kieran’s lips parted carefully over the innervated patterns, her touch more forward, punctuated by the occasional touch of her tongue down the perfect curve of Lenara’s throat. Kieran could feel the Trill’s body temperature increasing, saw the fading of her markings, found the sensitive colorations at the base of her neck that extended between her shoulder blades. 

Kieran withdrew her hands, teasing, smoothing them over Lenara’s shoulders and collarbones lightly, almost tickling. Lenara’s desire was quickening, and she pulled Kieran’s body against her own, struggling for control, her fingers knotted in the short strands of Kieran’s hair. Kieran listened to Lenara’s body, to her breathing, her movement, her unconscious body language, obeying the silent edicts as they came. Her lips danced over the less sensitive motif adorning the top of her shoulders, the hollow of her neck, but even there, the fluttering of tongue created need. Kieran moved behind Lenara, wrapping her legs around the smaller woman’s buttocks and thighs, kissing the nape of her neck and the dense markings there. Lenara arched against Kieran’s lips as the arousal intensified, her head falling forward to allow more contact.

Kieran’s hands skated over the planes of the Trill’s back, palms barely touching the flesh, fingertips aching with tenderness, outlining the shapes briefly, delicately. Lenara allowed Kieran to pleasure her this way, inciting her deeper desires, her passions and needs. For nearly two hours, they loved this way, nothing more direct than a kiss or the faint flick of the tip of a tongue. Lenara was full in her craving, now, a fine layer of perspiration shining over her exquisitely responsive body. Kieran kissed away the tiny droplets, and was rewarded with a deep, low moan as she lay Lenara face down on the bed, stretching her body over the Trill’s. Generous hands eased down the length of Lenara’s back, stroking the increasingly sensitive designs in the small of her back, lips no longer gentle over her shoulders. Lenara writhed beneath her, groaning. “Please,” she begged, “Kieran,” she panted.

Kieran’s patience was the most gratifying torture Lenara had ever known. Nipping kisses traveled from her shoulder blades to the indentation above her buttocks, the sharp edge of teeth careful but deliberate against Lenara’s body. Kieran held Lenara’s buttocks in her hands, stroking between them where the markings disappeared into her depths. She kissed her there, breathing over the patterns, tracing them with her fingertip, her lips, her tongue. Lenara grasped the sheet with both hands crying out as wet warmth drove her to the edge, her body aching with arousal, her breathing labored. Kieran smiled against her shapely behind, kissing the Trill markings, then finally biting softly. Lenara whimpered rhythmically, control completely usurped.

Kieran turned her onto her back, crawling up the length of her body, kissing every inch as she moved. She kissed Lenara deeply, tongue searching her mouth, fierce in her own desire. “You said Trill foreplay takes hours. Shall I start again?” she whispered, her breath ragged.

Lenara kissed her with bruising impatience, lifting her legs and wrapping them around Kieran’s low back. “I need you,” she gasped. “Don’t tease me anymore, Kieran, please.” She gazed into soft brown eyes, the piercing need evident in her own. 

“My love,” Kieran kissed her gently. “I always want to give you what you need,” she promised. She began the gradual descent of Lenara’s body, kissing and caressing the patterns adorning her ribs, her hips, her abdomen. When she reached Lenara’s thighs, Lenara was panting with desperate need, and Kieran parted her legs sweetly, nuzzling the almost imperceptible patterns there. “You’re so beautiful, Nara,” she sighed against her inner thighs, puckering her lips over the swirling spots, listening for Lenara’s response. “I love you so,” she said softly, taking Lenara’s sex into her mouth, cradling it in the warmth and the velvet softness, then releasing it. She touched the deep brown lips with her fingers, tracing the vallette, outlining the chevrons and swooshes, smoothing the fluid arousal over them. Lenara drew her legs up, opening herself. Kieran slipped two fingers deep inside her, filling her. Lenara surged off the bed, crying out, body suffused with heat and desperation for her release.

Kieran nuzzled her lips tenderly, breathing warmly over them, fingers easing in and out. Lenara moaned in time with the motion, until Kieran’s tongue fluttered over her clitoris, and then Lenara groaned her name loudly. Kieran loved her methodically, delicately, increasingly forceful with the stroke of her tongue until Lenara was almost shrieking, fingers digging into Kieran’s shoulders, angry red welts springing up on her flesh. Kieran focused her mind on Lenara’s impending climax, ignoring the searing pain in her skin, determined to make her come hard and long enough that finally, her Trill spots would vanish.

“Kieran,” she uttered needfully, “please, God, please,” she was close to weeping. 

“Tell me, Nara,” Kieran insisted. “Tell me now,” she wiggled her fingers to emphasize the necessity.

“I need to come,” she begged. “I want you to love me, now,” she pleaded. “I love you. Please, let me give myself to you now,” she murmured, nearly delirious with the sharpness of it.

Kieran found the most sensitive geometric design on Lenara’s body, wrapped her lips around it, sucked it tenderly into her mouth, letting the fleshy nub slide over her lips, against her tongue, all the while her fingers thrust in and out. Lenara was gasping, incoherent sounds emanating from her throat, until Kieran trapped the tiny nodule and fluttered her tongue over it firmly, the friction too much for the Trill to endure. Her body trembled once, then shook in violent convulsions as she shouted Kieran’s name, and for one perfect moment, suspended in an instant, her Trill markings disappeared completely. She came long and hard, body wracked with tremors, the climax searing in its duration and intensity. 

Kieran held her then, sleepy and content, pleased that she had not disappointed.

Lenara was so spent, she slept immediately. When she awakened an hour later, she realized Kieran was sound asleep, body curling intimately with her own. No Trill had ever given her foreplay of such skill or duration, and she wondered if Kieran had been reading about Trill mating rituals. The ultimate expression of surrender, of love, of passion, for a Trill was the unintentional loss of the coloration of the patterns. It was the first time Lenara had ever felt it happen. She snuggled into her lover, trying to awaken her. Kieran smiled sleepily, kissing Lenara deeply and moving over her.

“So soon?” she teased, insinuating her thigh between Lenara’s legs. 

“Our time is limited,” Lenara pointed out, reaching for Kieran’s wetness. “I’m sorry I fell asleep, but what you did was so incredible, I was just exhausted.”

Kieran gasped as gentle fingers found her slick warmth, the need pent up inside from making love to Lenara. The Trill touched her with skill and finesse, and Kieran was immediate in her response and vocal in her need.

“Lenara,” she whispered, “yes, love, like that,” she urged her, hovering over her, moving against her fingers. “Oh, God,” she groaned, hips thrusting to meet the long, slow strokes. “Nara,” she bit her shoulder as she climaxed, crying out and collapsing, careful to do so beside and not on top of Lenara’s fragile body. She pulled the Trill into her embrace, cradling her, clinging to her. “Lenara, promise me we’ll never be apart again,” she started to cry. “I need you. I can’t be without you anymore,” she begged.

“Stay with me, then,” Lenara urged her. “Marry me, live with me, grow old with me,” she murmured, kissing Kieran’s hair. “I need you. I’ve never loved anyone like this, Kieran. Say you will.”

“You know I want to say yes,” Kieran assured her, kissing her with blistering heat. “But I can’t stay on Trill. I have my obligation to fulfill, and I have nothing to offer your world in the way of skills or aptitudes. Captain Picard would be thrilled to have you aboard, he can marry us on the ship. Come away with me, Nara. Marry me tonight,” she whispered, peering into eyes that somehow had gone from blue to green.

“Honey,” she said intently, “I have a contract to the Science Ministry. I can’t leave with you. You have to stay.”

Kieran sighed. “Let’s sleep on it, love. Maybe it will seem clearer in the morning.”

But the clarity was far from coming.

When they awoke just before dawn, Lenara moved subtly into Kieran’s arms, kissing her. “I want you to see the sunrise over the ocean,” she whispered. “If we dress now, we can just make it in time.”

Kieran agreed, though her mind was reeling from the implications of their situation. They dressed in silence and slipped out into the predawn darkness, the chill of the morning air compelling them to walk close together for warmth. Trill’s ocean lay in the distance, a short walk from Lenara’s. She had chosen her home precisely for that reason, though the dwelling itself was nothing fancy. She often sat at the seaside, fumbling over some equation or bit of theory, PADD and stylus in hand, keen mind stimulated by the scent of the ocean and the endless sky. 

They walked along the golden sand, just at the water’s edge, waiting for the sun to breach the horizon. Lenara’s fingers were small and frail in Kieran’s hand, and the contrast of powerful and fragile made Kieran want to weep with tenderness. She tried to tell herself that if she stayed, somehow, it would all work out. But she was afraid. Afraid to trust, afraid to believe. Always, it came down to her fear with women. P’Arth had brutalized her into submission on so many occasions, and Robin had made her question her self-worth at every level. The two situations had left her suspicious of love in general, and more so of people who professed to love her. Her experience told her that most people who said they loved you really just wanted to control you. Her mother, P’Arth, Robin—it was all about who got to make Kieran’s life decisions. And although Lenara had never mistreated her, and seemed to have the purest of intentions, Kieran’s doubts about herself clouded everything. She had heard the message all too many times and in too many ways to count: Kieran Thompson did not deserve to be loved, and she should be grateful that anyone ever had loved her. Now, walking along the beach with the one woman she had an inkling of trust in, she was torn. Her insecurities screamed at her to run for cover. Her fear made her heart clutch in her chest. But Lenara was so perfect, so lovely, so tender, how could it be dangerous to stay with her?

The sun crested the horizon, spilling orange and golden hues over the majestic purple ocean, waves rolling and thundering in the new light. It glistened like a vast starfield of solid amethyst, glowing and fading as the waters moved over the face of the planet. Kieran gasped at the beauty of it, instantly understanding why Lenara loved her home, and why she would want to stay there.

“It’s magnificent,” Kieran breathed, stopping to admire the view, arms sliding around her lover’s body from behind. She rested her chin on the top of Lenara’s head, kissing her hair. “Your home is as lovely as you, my beautiful Lenara,” she whispered. 

They wandered along the beach until the sun was high overhead, shoes abandoned, toes thrust into cold, coarse sand, the crystal clear waves rushing up the sloping ground to their ankles. “What makes it purple?” Kieran wondered.

“Coral beds,” Lenara replied. “You took me diving in your ocean, and I should take you diving in mine. It’s incredibly colorful, and the array of life is beyond description. Would you like that? We can have breakfast and take a charter right after,” she offered. “They supply the equipment.”

Kieran nodded enthusiastically. “That would be perfect, love. Are you as hungry as I am?” she grinned, waggling her eyebrows.

“Probably more,” Lenara agreed.

Kieran tried to let herself fall as deeply in love with Trill as she had with Lenara. She wanted to open her heart to the possibilities, to see a future for herself that didn’t involve Starfleet. But so much of her young identity was tied to the Federation, to her career. If she stayed on Trill, she would know only Lenara. Lenara, however, knew scientists all over the known quadrants, had colleagues everywhere she went, and her reputation opened doors for her that would lead to many possible friendships. They carefully avoided the topic of how to stay together for the rest of their time, each silently hoping the other would yield. They went to the best restaurants, dove the coral reef, walked in the town square, made love until they were on the brink of physical collapse, and packed as much into three days as they could.

Lenara Kahn sat on the side of her bed, hands folded primly in her lap, watching her lover packing to leave. Ensign Kieran Thompson fastened the powder blue uniform tunic, affixed her single golden pip to her collar, and closed her travel case with a sigh. 

She sat down beside her lover, gathering her into a warm embrace. “These past three days have been incredible,” Kieran thanked her. 

“Then why are you leaving me again?” Lenara asked plaintively, eyes brimming with tears.

“Sweetheart, you know why,” Kieran admonished gently. “What would you have me do, Lenara? Resign my commission, and stay with you?”

“Yes,” Lenara nodded eagerly.

“And do what, exactly?” Kieran demanded, hands outstretched. 

“Work with me. You understand my research. You could be so much help to me,” she pleaded, touching Kieran’s cheek. “Please, Kieran. I love you. Don’t do this.” The tears ran down her elegant cheeks, and Kieran felt her breakfast threatening at the back of her throat.

“Your research is your passion, my love, not mine. I have other things to learn, other paths to follow. If I could figure out a way for us both to have what we want, I’d do it in a cold minute. But I can’t give up my career on the chance that you would want me with you forever. What if you decide, in six months, this relationship isn’t what you want or need? Where would I be, then?”

“I wouldn’t decide that, damn it. Stay with me. You were going to marry Robin Lefler after knowing her a few weeks. How is this different? Don’t leave me.” She grasped Kieran’s hands, trying to convince her. “I’m so lost without you,” she added.

“Then you come with me,” Kieran urged her. “The Captain can marry us, and then there would be no question as to your right to be aboard my ship. I’m sure the Captain would work with you to get you the lab time you need, and to make sure your research continues. He’s a scientist, after all. And he likes me, Lenara. He’d do this for me, I’m sure of it,” she argued persuasively.

“I can’t, Kieran. I’m under contract to the science ministry. If I break my contract, I would leave Trill in disgrace. Bejal would fall out of favor, as well. I could never come home. I have to finish my contract. I don’t have a choice,” she contended, frustrated that Kieran would not see reason.

Kieran stood to go. “Then once again, we are faced with an impossible situation. I love you, Lenara. But I can’t stay on Trill, and you can’t come with me.” She gathered her travel case. “Are you going to walk me to the transporter coordinates?”

Lenara shook her head. 

“Do you want to stay in touch, or is this goodbye again?” Kieran demanded, her gut in knots.

“It feels like goodbye,” she said faintly, face stained, eyes tinged with red.

Kieran’s jaw twitched, her composure crumbling. “God, Lenara, don’t do this again. Don’t shut me out of your life,” she begged, her own eyes spilling over.

“I can’t love you this way, and be apart from you,” Lenara choked on the words. “It hurts too much. The last time we parted, I was sick over it. I didn’t work effectively for months and months.  Bejal was ready to wash his hands of me. I’m begging you, don’t go.” She stood to take Kieran’s face in her hands.

Kieran kissed her deeply, passionately, open, vulnerable, shattered. “I can’t stay, love. Please believe me when I tell you I would give anything if you would come with me.”

She held Lenara gently, crying silently. Impossible. The situation was impossible. And Kieran Thompson was not ready to throw her life on someone else’s mercy, not again. Robin Lefler had scarred her in ways that would probably never be rectified, and the last thing she would do is change her life to be with someone, whether it meant pursuing a command track to please someone else, or giving up her own fledgling career to follow someone else’s dream.

All the way to the transporter coordinates, Kieran fought herself not to turn back, not to run to Lenara and agree to stay. She reached the site and stood there, arguing with herself. She paced awhile, back and forth, then threw up her hands as if she’d just won some concession. She hung her head. There was no solution.

She tapped her comm badge, waiting for the reply. “Transporter room? This is Ensign Thompson. One to beam aboard on my mark.” She sighed, shoulders slouching. Just then, a vibration in the pavement caught her attention, and Lenara came thundering down the sidewalk. “Stand by, Enterprise.” She ran for her lover, sweeping her into her arms. 

“I can’t lose you again,” Lenara sobbed, burying her face in Kieran’s throat. “Please, let me go with you,” she cried.

Kieran started to cry. “Oh, my love, thank you,” she sobbed against Lenara’s fragrant hair. “I can’t believe it.” She smiled warmly at her beloved. “Let’s find the Captain and make the arrangements. Then we can retrieve your things.”

Lenara slipped her hand confidently into Kieran’s as Kieran tapped her comm badge and said, “Enterprise, two to beam aboard. Energize.”

Kieran Thompson and Lenara Kahn were married that morning in an aboard ship ceremony performed by Captain Picard. Bejal Otner was persuaded to keep his protestations to himself, and he joined the young couple for the ceremony. Lenara’s parents refused, saying they would not watch her throw her life and career away to pursue some romantic pipedream. Deanna Troi stood beside Kieran, smiling with deep satisfaction that finally, the world was right for the two lovers. The reception was a lively affair, and Kieran’s shipmates were stunned but pleased to learn that she was marrying the prominent Trill scientist. 


Kieran insisted on taking Lenara’s name, though it was not Trill custom, because it was the only way she could thank Lenara for the magnanimous sacrifice she was making for their relationship. They were given married quarters that were much larger than an Ensign’s solitary allotment, and Captain Picard promised Lenara ample access to ship’s resources for her important work. The Trill Science Ministry would not see her letter of resignation until well after Enterprise departed Trill space, and though Bejal Otner knew it would be a difficult recovery for himself, he loved his sister and tried to support the decision.

Kieran and Lenara were given three days for a honeymoon, and though they could have availed themselves of the holodeck, they spent the first day moving Lenara’s belongings from Trill and Kieran’s from her former quarters. Worf, Deanna, Geordi and Beverly helped the newlyweds pack and transport their things, with helpful suggestions for conserving space and optimizing the room they had to work with. Their quarters came together quickly, and their friends left them to finish their honeymoon in solitude. Lenara was immediately at ease with Kieran’s friends, and felt certain she could make the transition to life aboard a starship. She traveled so much, anyway, that it really wasn’t a huge imposition to be confined to a smaller environment. 

And so their married life began when Kieran was twenty-two, Lenara twenty-five, and the world for them seemed to be filled with possibilities.

______________

Kieran Wildman listened patiently, knees drawn to her chest, arms resting on them. “You followed me,” she murmured. “My Lenara wouldn’t—she let me leave,” Kieran said sadly.

“Is that why you aren’t married to her?” Lenara asked faintly.

“No. We never married because I was lost with Voyager.” She explained the events that took her from Lenara Kahn, and led her to be married to Naomi Wildman.

“Samantha is dead in your dimension?” Lenara was shocked.

Kieran nodded. “When Naomi was a little girl. Kathryn and Seven raised her, adopted her, and now they’re my mothers-in-law.”

Lenara laughed. “Kathryn and Seven?” She shook her head, absently stealing some of Kieran’s iced tea. “Seven of Nine married Commander Chakotay, in this dimension. She stood up with Naomi at Naomi and Kit’s wedding. Kathryn is like a distant Godmother to Naomi, and she is an Admiral now. Samantha and my Kieran are very close. Sam just adores Kit, and we were all so pleased when Kit and Naomi married. Kit will probably be a captain before she’s twenty-six. Our granddaughter, Annie, is so precious,” Lenara smiled warmly. “Want to see baby pictures?”

Kieran had to laugh. In any universe, grandmothers loved to brag. “Nara, how did we get Kit so young? Those photos show her living with us—er—with you—in high school. My Kit didn’t come to live with me until she was seventeen.”

Lenara’s eyes widened in horror. “She lived with her uncle for almost ten years?”

Kieran nodded. “That bastard. Your Kieran—you and she were able to get Kit out of his house sooner?”

“Much sooner,” Lenara explained.

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

Two years after they were married, Kieran and Lenara Kahn moved to San Francisco so Kieran could attend the Counselor Training program at Starfleet Academy. Kieran was transferred to the command of Admiral Brand, who had devised a publicity campaign and promotional scheme using Kieran’s basketball legend to put the Academy in a favorable light. The Academy’s reputation had taken a beating from the death of Wesley Crusher, who was killed while performing a Kolvoord Starburst maneuver with Nova Squadron. Admiral Brand envisioned using Kieran’s reputation to attract students back to the Academy.

While Kieran waited to hear if she had been accepted to the program, she made public appearances for the Academy, conducted basketball camps for underprivileged kids, and helped the Academy target potential recruits. Lenara was made a visiting professor, given an elaborate laboratory with a large staff of assistants, and was given a light teaching load so that her work could move forward. Kieran was promoted to Lieutenant just before she left Enterprise, and started studying for her bridge officer’s exam in her spare time.

Lenara traveled with her to Chicago for a summer basketball camp, with the promise that as soon as the camp was over with, they would see the city and have a night on the town. The camp ran from 6 am to 3 pm, and the kids in the group were middle school aged. There was one girl on the roster that caught Kieran’s attention, because she was only nine years old, much younger than the other girls, who were twelve and thirteen. She puzzled over the inclusion of this child, wondering if there had been a clerical error. She thumbed through the background information on the girls, finding the one she wanted.

Kittner McCallister, aka Kit. Advanced placement student, attending seventh grade, plays basketball, Velocity, Parrises Squares, softball, volleyball, and runs track the admission form said.

As the girls filed out of the locker room, proudly sporting their camp shirts with their names and numbers on the back, Kieran spotted Kit right away. A gangly youngster, with a guarded posture, golden eyes that darted about suspiciously, and a tight smile that rarely made an appearance. Nine years old and academically competing with girls much older than herself. A prodigy. 

Kieran walked out onto the court and introduced herself to each of the girls, which was the primary reason most of them were there at all—for a chance to meet their hero. She and her assistants ran the girls through some drills, divided them into squads for scrimmages, and selected out individuals for skills counseling. Kieran worked with the girls on fundamentals: proper chest-passes, stepping into the pass as you make it; boxing out on a rebound, and how to use your body effectively to do so; body posture, footwork, and squaring to the basket before a shot. Very simple skills but appropriate to the age group. She kept an eye on the kids, noting the ones that had potential. Kit was one of them. Her ball handling skills were the best Kieran had seen at any camp she’d run all summer.

Kieran pulled her aside, smiling, kneeling in the floor to be at eye level.

“Did I do something wrong, KT?” her voice was small and frightened. “Am I in trouble?” she fretted.

Kieran laughed. “No, sweetie. I wanted to tell you how good your ball handling skills are. How’d you get to be so dexterous, at your age?”

Kit smiled genuinely then. “I dribble all the time. All the way to school, all the way home. I play all through lunch. I play after school every day. I watch holovid of your college games for insight,” she admitted.

Kieran was touched. “You do? And does it help?” she grinned.

Kit nodded vigorously. “I’ve learned a lot watching you. I can do a no-look pass on a fast break now,” she said proudly. 

“You can?” Kieran was skeptical, but didn’t let it show in her tone. “Will you show me?”

“Sure,” Kit agreed. 

Kieran organized four of the better players onto Kit’s team, and watched them scrimmage full court against the secondary team. Sure enough, Kit had a no-look pass worthy of a high school player. Kieran was stunned. Kit was quick, too, with a first step that let her blow by everyone who tried to guard her. Kieran grinned ear to ear as she watched the little girl taking her companions off the dribble, driving around them, faking them out for a fade-away jumper that was very solid.

“Damn, she’s good,” Kieran’s assistant coach muttered to her. “I think we better have Coach Kilkenny scout her,” she teased.

Kieran climbed up into the bleachers beside her wife, who was watching intently. She had become a student of the game out of necessity, because Kieran could talk basketball for hours. “That little number eleven, she’s very good,” Lenara said appreciatively.

“Guess what,” Kieran put in. “She’s only nine years old.”

“How did she get into the camp? I thought this was for twelve and thirteen year olds,” she pointed out.

“I guess because she’s in seventh grade with them, her coach wanted her to be in this clinic,” Kieran speculated. “Nara—would you mind very much if—”

“We took her with us to dinner after the camp ends?” she finished for her wife, smirking. “Not at all. What are you thinking, honey?”

“I’m not sure. I’m wondering if she has a future in Starfleet, maybe playing for the Academy someday. It’s a little odd to be thinking of recruiting someone so young, but it’s happened with NBA players, where they were followed from the time they were in junior high.”

Lenara nodded. “Okay. Ask her. But make sure her parents give her permission, and tell them we’ll bring her home, so they aren’t put out.”

Kieran kissed Lenara’s cheek. “I love you, Nara. Thanks.” 

Kieran Kahn and Kit McCallister became fast friends, and although Kieran’s schedule was fairly full, she contacted Kit several times a week, and went to Illinois as often as she could. Kit had found a mentor in Kieran, and a confidante. Lenara adored the little girl, whose intellect was truly astounding, and she thought it would be fascinating to test Kit’s IQ. She tried to convince Kieran to get her friend, Robin Lefler, to put Kit through the Starfleet psych testing battery, but Kieran didn’t see any real reason to do so. 

Robin Lefler’s marriage to Mike Kirk had ended in a fiery blaze, and Robin had regrouped and returned to the Academy to await reassignment. While she was waiting, she had taken some classes, and now she was hoping to attend the Counselor Training program, along with Kieran. Kieran and Robin had resolved their differences, since it had been almost four years since they had been together, although Kieran didn’t trust Robin as far as she could throw her. Still, it was good to have a friend around, and Robin had even gone with Kieran to see Kit a couple of times.

Robin was the one who told Kieran she suspected abuse in the McCallister household. Although Kieran thought Robin was imagining things, she had to admit, it would explain a lot about Kit’s behavior, things Robin pointed out to Kieran. Like the fact that Kit seemed to crave physical contact, but would often shy back from a touch, or wince when someone approached her for a hug. And Kit always seemed to be on edge, as if she were expecting something bad to happen. The longer Kieran was friends with the young girl, the more credence she gave to Robin’s suspicions. She finally told Lenara what Robin believed, and Lenara was just sick over it. 

“You have to find out, Kieran,” Lenara had urged her. “If that’s what’s going on, we have to help her.”

“How do I do that, Nara? I can’t just ask her flat out. But I can’t assume, either. What am I supposed to do?” she pleaded with her wife.

“Keep loving her. Spend as much time with her as you can. Bring her here to stay with us, if you can get her aunt and uncle to agree, for as long as they’ll let her. Gain her confidence. If she’s being hurt, eventually, she’ll tell you. She thinks you’re a God, Kieran,” Lenara assured her wife.

Kit McCallister practically jumped up and down with impatience at the transporter station. Her Aunt Grace watched her with mild amusement.

“Did you remember your tooth brush?” she asked with mock sternness.

“Yes, Ma’am. And my basketball Kieran gave me for my tenth birthday,” she added, as if that were infinitely more important.

“Do you have the money I gave you?” she prodded. “Because you are not to let them pay for anything for you, except food. Understood?”

“Yes, Ma’am. Aunt Grace, they don’t care about stuff like that.” Her golden eyes shone with love for her friends. “They just want to spend time with me. They have a pool, and a basketball court, and I can look at all of Kieran’s trophies and awards anytime I want. She lets me,” Kit beamed proudly. “Someday, I’ll have trophies like that, and ribbons and awards, all framed and neat and you’ll be proud of me,” she decided.

“Okay, honey, it’s your turn to go. You behave for Kieran and Lenara, or you’ll never be allowed to visit again. You hear me?” she said fondly.

“Yes, Ma’am. I’ll be good, Aunt Grace. Bye,” she added, stepping onto the transporter dais, overnight bag in one hand and basketball in the other.

Kieran Kahn waited at the Intergalactic Suites transport site, holding her wife’s hand anxiously. “God, Lenara, I hope Robbie is wrong about this,” she said under her breath.

“Me, too. But I don’t think she’s wrong, honey. I just—feel it, when Kit’s with us, that something is wrong in her household. Something terrible. But I’ve never seen any bruises or marks, have you?”

Kieran shook her head. “No, but dermal regenerators are cheap and effective for hiding abuse. Robbie says the clinic she volunteers at hears it all the time—the kids get beat up and patched up, and nobody ever knows the difference.” She swallowed her fear and pasted on a smile. “There she is.”

Kieran ran for the dais, grabbing Kit up in a fierce hug. “Hey, kiddo, you’re late.” She swung her around, making her giggle. 

“There was a line in Chicago,” she explained, almost dropping her bag. 

Kieran set her down and Lenara gathered her into another hug. “We’re so excited you could come, Kit,” she told her, kissing her forehead. 

“I can’t believe you asked me,” Kit laughed. “What are we going to do first?” she enthused, bouncing on her heels. 

“Whatever you want,” Kieran put an arm around her, and noted immediately that Kit shrunk from her, then consciously forced herself to relax. “Fourth of July is one of my favorite holidays, so I thought we’d go see some fireworks tonight, and get ice cream afterward. But the rest of the holiday is your choice.” Kieran steered her toward the exit of the facility and out into the early morning sunshine. It was going to be hot today, she could already feel it.

Kit grinned up at her. “Can we go swimming?” she asked hopefully.

“As long as you want,” Kieran assured her. “Robin says if we decide to go today, to hail her, and she’ll come over, too.”

“I like her,” Kit nodded. “She’s pretty.”

Kieran winked at Lenara. “She sure is. She used to be my girlfriend,” Kieran added.

“No.” Kit’s jaw fell. “Really? But haven’t you always been married to Lenara?”

Kieran laughed at a child’s perception of time. “Honey, you know I wasn’t—remember, my name used to be Thompson, when I was in school. That was before I ever met Lenara.”

“Wow. Robin was your girlfriend,” she breathed, clearly enamored with the gorgeous Lieutenant. “She has the nicest eyes,” she murmured.

“Maybe I better not let her come swimming with us,” Kieran teased. “It sounds to me like you’re in love, kiddo.”

Kit’s eyes widened. “Oh, no, KT, I’m not, I swear. I’d be in so much trouble,” she seemed to panic. “Uncle Kenny would be so angry with me,” she said fearfully.

“Angry with you?” 

Kit realized she had said too much, and her brain scrambled to cover her mistake. “I—he—well, I’m only ten,” she explained, flustered.

Kieran took Kit’s bag and slung it over her shoulder as they walked through the neighborhood bordering the campus. She slipped her hand in Kit’s. “Does your uncle get mad at you a lot?” she asked softly.

“Not all the time, but enough,” Kit confessed. “I try his patience, he says.”

Lenara couldn’t help laughing. “You’re supposed to, sweetie. You’re a kid.”

Kit grinned. “That’s what I keep telling him,” she laughed. “He doesn’t think I’m very funny, though, when I say things like that. But Aunt Grace does. She laughs at all my jokes. Sometimes, I think Uncle Kenny is just not smart enough to understand my jokes,” she admitted, then slapped her hand over her mouth, dropping her basketball. Kieran snagged it, tucking it under her shoulder on top of the overnight bag. “I’m sorry, that was very mean to say,” Kit apologized. “I should be grateful for having a place to live, instead of having to go to Rigel with my parents.”

Kieran wanted to ask more, but the moment had slipped away. She would have to bide her time.

The Kahns invited Robin Lefler over, and Kit spent the day wide-eyed, following Robin’s every movement. Kieran was amused to no end at Kit’s crush, and she and Lenara exchanged knowing grins from across the deep end of the pool. Kit was experientially a ten year old, despite her advanced athletic skills and intellectual ability, and like any ten year old, she wanted to impress the object of her affections. She spent several hours trying to perfect various dives, making sure Robin was watching.

Kieran leaned over from the raft she was sunning on, saying under her breath, “She’s smitten, Robs. Try to be less brutal with her than you were with me, okay?”

Robin’s face fell. “KT, you know how sorry I am—” she began.

Kieran touched her arm to silence her. “I was teasing you,” she contended, though Robin knew she was not teasing at all.

Fireworks were the main attraction at Golden Gate Park, and the four women took a blanket and a cooler of refreshments to claim their space at the launch site. They ate cold sandwiches for dinner, drank soda pop and waited for the darkness to fall. Kit sat between Kieran and Robin, alternating adoring gazes between them. 

“I had the best time today,” she told Kieran, smiling up at her. “Thanks.”

Kieran tousled her wild, sandy-blonde hair with affection. “Me, too, kiddo. You’re not homesick?”

Kit shook her head. “Never. I don’t ever want to go back there,” she said, her face darkening. “Can I stay with you, KT?”

Kieran swallowed her soda, looking furtively at Robin. “I don’t think your aunt and uncle would like it very much if we kept you, Kit,” she said softly, slipping her arm around the small girl’s slender shoulders.

“I’d like it though. I’m not afraid, when I’m with you.” She leaned against Kieran, closing her eyes.

“Sweetie,” Kieran kissed her hair, “what makes you afraid at home?” she asked, hoping for an honest answer.

“Things,” Kit replied. “Bad things.”

“Can you tell me what bad things?” Kieran prompted her. 

Lenara and Robin sat still as stones, listening.

“Secret things,” Kit replied. “So I can’t tell you.”

Kieran hugged her closer. “Kit, I would tell you my secrets, if you tell me yours,” she promised.

Kit looked up at her. “You have secrets too? Bad ones?”

Kieran nodded. “I do. Do you want to hear one?”

“Okay,” Kit said, eyes wide with fear. 

“Do you promise if I tell you mine, you’ll tell me yours?” Kieran prompted her.

Kit considered. “I’ll try to.”

“Okay,” Kieran agreed. “When I was in school, I had a girlfriend named P’Arth. She was a Klingon, and she had a very bad temper. When she got mad at me, she used to hit me. Sometimes she hit me so hard, I had to go to the hospital. Once, she broke my arm in three places, and she dislocated my jaw. And I was so scared because I thought she might hurt me even worse,” Kieran confided.

Kieran had never told Lenara much about P’Arth, and she had never told Robin the details, though she had mentioned that P’Arth had been abusive. Both women stared open mouthed at Kieran, shocked.

“Has anyone ever hurt you like that, Kit?” Kieran wanted to know. 

Kit’s eyes were wide with terror. “No, KT, nobody. God, she did that to you? She hurt you that bad?”

Kieran nodded. “Not just that one time, either. For two years, she did things like that to me. And I was afraid to tell anyone, because I knew if I did, she’d be angry, and might hurt me more. But finally, she hurt me so bad, it was obvious to the doctors at Starfleet what was happening, and they helped me. I would help you, Kit, if someone is mistreating you.”

“It’s not that kind of secret, KT,” Kit assured her. “It’s different,” she sighed fretfully. “Maybe it’s not so bad,” she rationalized it. “I never have had to go to any hospital, like you.”

“Do they hit you, Kit?” Kieran pressed on.

“No,” Kit assured her. 

“Honey,” Kieran kissed her hair, “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what bad secrets you have.”

“I don’t know what words to use,” she explained, struggling with it. “My uncle—he makes me do things I don’t want to do,” she faltered over the elaboration.

“Does he make you touch him in ways you don’t like?” Kieran finally understood.

Kit nodded vigorously. “And he touches me, and I hate it. But he won’t stop. And it gets worse every time he comes to my room,” she whispered. She waved Kieran down closer, where she could whisper in her ear. “He puts his hands in my underpants,” she said quietly. “And he makes me touch him there, too. Is that supposed to be okay?” she asked, uncertain.

“No, sweetie, it’s not okay. No adult should ever touch a child that way. He tells you to keep it secret?” she prompted, looking meaningfully at Robin.

“Uh-huh. He says I’ll have to go to Rigel to terraform if I tell.” She hung her head. “I don’t want to go to Rigel. I like Illinois. I like my school, and my friends. They don’t play sports on Rigel,” she reasoned.

“Kit, what do you mean when you say it gets worse every time he comes to your room?” Kieran wanted to be sure.

“He—used to just touch me, you know?” she asked, bottom lip trembling. “But now he—does other things, things that hurt, and they make me feel sick inside. Sometimes I bleed,” she confided. “Can you make him stop it?”

Kieran nodded resolutely. “Yes, I can. And I will, sweetie. Do you trust me, Kit?”

Kit searched Kieran’s deep brown eyes, looking for a hint of deceit or malice. “I think so. You won’t hurt me, will you?”

“Never, honey.” Kieran hugged her close, eyes filling with tears. “Robin, we have to contact the authorities. We need legal advice, and a way to keep Kit safe.”

Robin was already on her feet. “I have an uncle that’s an attorney. Let me contact him. I’ll meet you at your house after the fireworks. You guys stay here and enjoy them, let me handle the technical stuff,” she instructed them. She knelt beside Kit to say goodbye. “Kit, you’re a very brave girl to tell us those things. I’m proud of you. I’m going to contact some important people who have the power to help you. I’ll see you later tonight, though, okay, sweetheart?”

“Do you have to go, Robin?” Kit was sorry. “I like having you here.”

Robin kissed her cheek. “I do have to sweetie, but I promise, I’ll see you later tonight. We’ll order pizza, or something, and stay up all night if you want.”

Kit was placated by that promise. “Okay. You’re sure it’s okay if you miss the fireworks?”

Robin swallowed hard. “I don’t mind, Kit.”

Lenara took Kieran’s free hand as Robin walked away. “I want her to stay with us, Kieran. Can we get the legal right to have her live with us?”

“I hope so,” Kieran nodded. “Robin will tell us that, too.”

Kit started to shake, she was so distraught. “Oh, God, I told, and now he’ll hurt me worse,” she realized aloud. “I told the secret.” She hid her face in her hands.

Kieran had her in her lap in an instant, rocking her. “Baby, it’s okay. I won’t let him hurt you, I promise. I’ll protect you. You’re never going to have to go back there, even if I have to run away with you somewhere and hide you.”

“You’d do that for me?” Kit’s eyes filled with tears.

“Honey, I would do anything to make you safe. I swear.” Kieran held her so tightly Kit’s bones protested.


___________________

Kieran Wildman finished her iced tea, nodding. “I’m so glad your Kit had a better life than mine has. I only found out she was being molested because Kenny got her pregnant. That’s why she told me, at all. And I got custody of her right away, but she’s got years of abuse to work through. Robin is her therapist, in fact,” she explained. “God, and here I am, abandoning her, stuck who knows where. Jesus, she’s going to be such a wreck over this. That kid just—she’s everything to me,” she confided. “And she feels just as strongly about me. I can only imagine how she’s dealing with my disappearance.”

“Badly, I imagine, just as my Kit is,” Lenara sighed. “Can I get you anything else to eat? To drink?”

Kieran shook her head, taking Lenara’s hand. “Nara, what do you want to do about this? You have a life to get on with, one that has nothing to do with me. I can go to Starfleet, see if they have a slot for me here, find a place to live. Your Kieran—what does she do?”

“She and Robin run the Counseling Center on campus. Kieran and I decided not to venture into space for the time being. We wanted to have children.” Lenara bit her lip. “So we were stationed here. Kieran coached the basketball team, in addition to being the Co-Director of the center,” she replied.

Kieran shook her head. “Well, I was coaching the team in my dimension, too. But I went command track a long time ago, and I don’t have the credentials to run a counseling center. I wonder if they need first officers, in this dimension,” she muttered.

“Please,” Lenara implored, squeezing her hand. “You’re not even released from medical care, yet, Kieran. Don’t fret about staying here. It’s a good distraction for me. And in a strange way, it doesn’t feel like I’ve lost you—her—entirely. If it’s not too weird for you, I’d like for you to stick around, at least until you’re well,” she reasoned.

Kieran studied her storm at sea colored eyes. “Nara, that’s awfully kind of you, but isn’t this—draining for you? I mean, I’ve been through this before, and I struggled a lot with it—seeing women who looked and acted like my wife when they weren’t. I do not want to cause you heartache. Like I said—in any dimension, I love you.”

“I am struggling,” Lenara admitted. “I look at you, and I see a younger version of my wife—the Kieran I fell in love with. It’s difficult, but I can’t see making you venture off, a total stranger to the world. And Enterprise knows to reach you here, if there’s any indication that your people are trying to get you back to them.”

“That puzzles me, too,” Kieran admitted. “They should have made an attempt by now, or at least tried to communicate somehow. It wouldn’t take much to open a conduit to send a comm probe. I can’t figure out why they wouldn’t,” she groused. “Unless—oh, dear God, they must think I’m dead. That’s why they haven’t tried to retrieve me. They aren’t trying because they think there’s no point,” she concluded. “I really am stuck here.”

“You don’t know that,” Lenara tried to calm her. “KT, it could be anything at all making them delay.”

Kieran considered. “You’re right, I’m jumping to conclusions. It’s just—my wife and my Lenara have such a grasp on this wormhole thing, I can’t believe they haven’t reopened it.”

“So your Lenara—she’s married to Robin Lefler?” the Trill was intrigued.

Kieran nodded. “I’ll tell you all about it, if I can have some more iced tea,” she bargained.

__________________

Lenara Kahn reluctantly returned to work, though she spent more energy worrying about her houseguest than her theories. Kieran Wildman was recovering from her injuries, and could get herself in and out of bed, up and down stairs, and in and out of the pool with a minimum of discomfort. Kate Pulaski was good enough to make housecalls until Kieran could walk to campus again.

Lenara sat at her workstation, thinking about her lost spouse and the stranger living in her home, considering how familiar Kieran really seemed to her, despite the fact that Kieran Wildman’s life had very little in common with Kieran Kahn’s. It struck Lenara, how fundamentally the same the women seemed, in terms of temperament, interests, sense of humor.

Robin Lefler stuck her head in the lab, smiling at Lenara. “Hey, stranger,” she moved quietly to take Lenara in her arms. “I’ve been so worried about you, honey.” She stroked her hair, sheltering the Trill’s body with her own. 

Lenara allowed herself to be cuddled, relaxing in the counselor’s embrace. “You’ve seen me almost every day since the accident,” she pointed out logically. “Robbie,” she pressed her lips against the Counselor’s cheek. “What are we going to do? I think she’s really gone for good,” she worried.

“How’s the other Kieran adjusting?” Robin ignored the painful question.

“She’s shocked, of course, but she’s resilient, just like my Kieran. I swear, other than the way they look physically, I’d never know she’s not my Kieran,” Lenara admitted. “I was just sitting here thinking about it, in fact. Their mannerisms are the same, their laughter, the things that amuse them—same vocabulary, same smart-ass sense of humor. It’s like the Kieran I first married, because the personality is the same, and this Kieran looks like Kieran Thompson. It’s the most peculiar thing. I find myself thinking of her as my wife,” she said pensively. “I know that’s inappropriate.”

Robin disagreed. “Nara, whatever you have to do to get through this, you do it. Nobody ever wrote a rulebook for this sort of thing, and nobody has the right to tell you how to cope with it. Do you think she’d be interested in meeting me?”

“Probably. You’re her best friend, in her dimension. And get this. You and I are married, there. She’s married to Naomi Wildman, and Kit is their daughter. Oh, and you and I have a daughter we adopted, Emily Frazier was her name.”

Robin’s face went ghostly white. “Shit, Lenara, you’re kidding me. Emily Frazier?”

“Yes, why?” Lenara touched Robin’s face.

“Emily Frazier was a pre-cadet here a few years back. She killed herself—jumped off the Admin building one night. She was one of my clients,” Robin explained. She shuddered, remembering the suicide. Then she smiled softly. “You and I are married?” She slid her arms around Lenara’s waist. “I like the sound of that,” she flirted. 

Lenara laughed at her. “Yes, well obviously, her Robin Lefler has very good taste in women. I haven’t figured out what your problem is, exactly.” 

“Are you saying I should be interested in you?” Robin grinned.

Lenara scowled at her. “I’m saying you should be interested in someone, Robbie. God, do you ever even date?”


“You sound like your wife, Doctor. Always ragging on me about my celibacy. I have my reasons for it,” she contended.

“Yes, I’m sure—guilt over your sordid past, no doubt. But Robbie, aren’t you ever lonely?” Lenara wondered.

“All the time,” she smiled broadly. “Bet you thought I’d lie and deny it, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” Lenara agreed. “Why not do something about it, then?”

Robin threw back her head and laughed. “I’ll be sure and do that the second I get home, where that big long line of women is just waiting for me to waltz up and pick one,” she said sarcastically, blue eyes twinkling.

“Come home with me tonight,” Lenara invited her, “meet Kieran’s counterpart. I’d be interested in getting your impressions of her. And she might need a shoulder, you never know. She’s lost at least as much as I have in all this—two daughters, a wife, a professional basketball career, friends. Oh, and she’s a full commander, on a command track, so she lost a promising career in the fleet, too.”

“Does she think they’re going to try to rescue her?” Robin asked faintly.

“She’s counting on it,” Lenara replied. “Though you’d think by now they would have tried.”

_________________

“Of course, Lenara,” Kieran Wildman was saying, “you can invite anyone you like. It’s your home.” She studied the Trill on the viewscreen.

“Yes, but you’re the one doing the cooking,” Lenara reminded her. “Is it too short notice?”

“No, not at all,” Kieran assured her. “Besides, I have to meet Robin sometime, don’t I?”

Lenara laughed. “She’s just as excited to meet you, sweetie,” she replied. “We’ll be there at the usual time.”

Kieran scrambled to get a meal together with enough time to spare to look her best. She wanted to make a good impression on this version of Robin Lefler, and her own vanity made her laugh at herself. In any universe, she wanted Robin to regret dumping her, she realized.

She supposed it was almost like cheating, making Seven’s fajitas for Robin, because she knew already that Robin liked them. She wasn’t above capitalizing on her knowledge, however. She mixed a huge pitcher of margaritas, grilled steak and chicken with four kinds of peppers and onions, and heated tortillas. By the time Lenara and Robin arrived, the house smelled like a Mexican restaurant.

Kieran went into the living room to take Lenara’s briefcase, but the sight of Robin Lefler made her stop short. Her instinct was to embrace the woman, as she would her own Robin, but there was something in Robin’s expression that told her the gesture would not be welcome. She knew immediately that Robin was Lenara’s friend, not Kieran Kahn’s, and that somehow, the two colleagues had a cordial, if distant, relationship. Kieran resolved not to let that stop her from being herself.

“Robin,” she held out both hands. “I’m really glad to meet you—though that sounds like the most peculiar thing to say,” she laughed. 

Robin took her hands, nodding. “I—can’t get over how much you look like my old fiancée,” she murmured. “It’s like turning back the clock a couple of decades, KT,” she said, studying Kieran’s face. “Were we—engaged, once, where you come from?” she asked haltingly.

Kieran smiled. “Yes. But you two need to come eat dinner while it’s hot. And then you and I can compare timelines, Robbie.”

Robin startled. “My God, you haven’t called me that in years,” she said softly. “I can’t imagine how we ended up being so close, in your dimension, considering—”

Kieran squeezed both hands in her own. “Dinner,” she insisted, leading the astonished Counselor into the kitchen. 

__________________

Lenara Kahn had left the house hours before, and still, Kieran couldn’t make herself get out of bed. There just didn’t seem to be any point, as far as she could tell. She rolled onto her stomach in the guest room bed, crying miserably, thinking of Naomi. They had worked so hard to get through the past year, to keep their marriage intact, to survive the threat of Naomi’s infatuation with Lenara, only to be torn apart like this. It was a cruelty Kieran could not get her head around. 

She had been displaced over a month, and no word had come. She went over the accident in her mind a hundred times a day, trying to discern what could be keeping her wife and Lenara from attempting a rescue, but nothing made any sense at all. She knew Lenara was such a brilliant scientist that if she wanted to, she could get at least a message to Kieran. The silence was torture, and Kieran felt more lost than she ever had on Voyager.

I’m shutting down, she realized, just like I did on Voyager. I can’t do it again. I can’t just stop living, stop planning a future, or I will be totally unsalvageable. 

Kieran forced herself out of bed, showered, and walked to campus. She found Lenara’s laboratory, and slipped inside.  The Trill was hard at work, fussing over an equation, rethinking it as she muttered to herself. She caught movement out of the corner of her eye, and turned to find Kieran watching her with an amused expression.

“KT!” she said enthusiastically. “What a nice surprise. What brings you to campus?”

Kieran smiled. “I thought I’d take you out to lunch, Nara. Is that okay?”

Lenara grinned. “More than okay. I need a break in the worst way. These damned exotic matter theories are driving me up the wall,” she complained. “Where shall we go?”

Kieran shrugged. “Like I would know? I don’t suppose you have a restaurant called Pajaro’s, here, do you?”

Lenara nodded. “It’s one of my favorites, in fact,” she confirmed. “You look awfully serious, today. What’s on your mind.”

Kieran drew a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “I need to talk to you, Nara. And no more sugar coating things. I need the truth, and the cold hard facts from you.”

“About what, dre’on?” Lenara asked, concerned. 

“About whether or not I have any chance in hell of ever seeing home again,” she said, brown eyes darkening. “I am going to tell you everything I know about my Lenara’s research. And I want your most objective opinion about my odds. I need to know, Lenara, and not keep hoping if there’s no reason to hope,” she explained as they walked to the restaurant. 

Lenara nodded, understanding. “Because when you were lost with Voyager, you isolated yourself emotionally for six years? And you’re afraid of making the same mistake here?”

“Partly,” Kieran agreed. “Actually what I did on Voyager was more like going into total denial. And I don’t want to do that again. I can’t. It was very destructive emotionally.”

“Okay,” Lenara acquiesced. “Tell me what you know about your Lenara’s research.

Kieran explained every detail she could recall from the Tesla coils to the exotic matter generators, from the quantum foam theories to the actual deployment of the negative energy fields. Lenara asked exacting questions, most of which Kieran couldn’t answer, because she had been involved in the experiments much less directly than Naomi or even Robin. Her frustration over her own ignorance of the specifications was obvious.

“KT,” Lenara lay her hand on Kieran’s as they finished up their lunch. “I’m sorry, I just can’t give you an honest assessment. I know so little about the mechanics of the procedures your people used, and I haven’t the vaguest idea how to generate exotic matter. I understand the theoretical, not the practical aspects of it. I only know that I am not capable of sending you home,” she said apologetically.

“Okay, then, speculate. Based on everything I’ve told you, do you think my Lenara is capable of retrieving me?” Kieran demanded. 

Lenara considered. “I don’t know, Kieran. But my instincts tell me that at the very least, they would have found a way to get a message to you. The fact that they haven’t is very discouraging,” she conceded. “And if I had to guess, I would say that something went terribly wrong with the experiment that caused the wormhole to collapse, and they can’t figure out what it was, or else, they just can’t compensate for it to try it again. Your Lenara’s research sounds very, very advanced compared to my own. It’s a wonder to me that she’s been able to make such progress, considering all the constraints imposed by the temporal prime directive,” she said bitterly.

“The—what?” Kieran gave her a puzzled look.

“The temporal prime directive. You—don’t have one?” Lenara gave her a quizzical look. 

Kieran shook her head. “Nope. We have a prime directive—a policy of non-interference, but not specifically a temporal one,” she provided. 

“Well, no wonder your Lenara’s research is years beyond mine,” she replied. “We had an incident a few years back where time travelers from the future came back to our world to try to rewrite their own history, and ever since then, there are all sorts of regulations, secrecy, denials, cover-ups—anything related to time travel at all is strictly classified. My interdimensional theories are practically heresy,” she revealed. “I’m under constant scrutiny, and more than once, the Research Commission has paid me a visit and asked me to stop a particular line of inquiry.”

Kieran was clearly shocked. “That’s ridiculous,” she protested. “Like—like—when the government lied about the aliens at Roswell,” she hissed. “How dare they?”

Lenara smirked. “They dare. And my research is stymied at every turn because they do.” She sighed gustily. “So, my friend, all I can tell you about your situation is that you won’t get any help from the scientists in this dimension. If you’re going home, it will be by the grace of your own Lenara.” She toyed with her water glass, thinking. “So where does that leave you?”

Kieran swallowed hard. “In a hell of a bind,” she groused. “I can’t let this crush me, not like it did when I was on Voyager,” she said determinedly. “I was so close to killing myself—” she said absently, only to have Lenara interrupt her.

“You—were?” she gasped, pity coloring her features. “Over me—er—Lenara?”

Kieran nodded. “I dealt with it very badly. I have to get help, this time, and not wait until I’m so depressed I can’t function,” she decided. 

Lenara smiled. “Well, then, I suggest you go pay Robin a visit and let her sign you up for counseling.”

“That’s a good idea,” Kieran agreed. “I’ll walk you back to campus.”

__________________

Kieran Wildman put the finishing touches on dinner, a masterpiece of culinary expertise that she had learned to make that very day. She selected a wine from the wine rack, set it out to breathe, and set the table. Lenara was home every day at five-thirty, like clockwork, and Kieran wanted everything to be perfect when she arrived. It was the least she could do for her roommate, who had yet to push the tall Commander out the door toward her own new life, though she had been there two whole months. 

The two women had fallen into a routine together while Kieran was recovering and adjusting to her new environment. Lenara awoke to breakfast, went to the Academy every morning armed with a sack lunch, and came home every night to a good dinner. Kieran kept the house in order, did her rehab exercises, practiced her cooking skills, and generally tried to make Lenara’s life as easy for the harried Trill as possible. It was comforting to them both, though neither had really moved on with their lives since the accident at the wormhole. They carefully avoided the topic of what Kieran was going to do next with her life. 

She set unlit candles around the dining room, selected music, and went upstairs to draw Lenara’s bath. The Trill had a habit of hunching over her workstation all day, and frequently came home with severe tension in her shoulders, neck, and back that only a hot bath and sometimes a good massage over a glass of wine could fix. Kieran ran the bath extra hot, so that it would still be soothing by the time Lenara arrived. She poured in bubble bath, lit candles around the bathroom, put incense in the burner, and dropped essential oils in the stream from the faucet. She adjusted the comm system to pipe in the same music from the dining room to the bathroom. She loved doing these little things for the Trill scientist, because Lenara appreciated them so much, and it was nice to be able to lend her some sense of comfort, some semblance of home, despite the loss of her marriage.

“Kieran?” She heard the delicate voice call out from downstairs. “I’m home,” she stated the obvious. “Something smells good,” she added, her stomach growling.

Kieran had to smile at the pattern, the growing dependence upon it. They were creatures of habit, she and Lenara, and they thrived on stability. She crept down the stairs to take Lenara’s briefcase and her umbrella. “Hi sweetie. Your bath is drawn. I’ll bring you up a glass of wine in a minute,” she offered, putting the umbrella in the stand and the briefcase on the desk. “How was your day?”

Lenara smiled warmly at her. “Same old. Thanks for the bath, I’m really aching tonight,” she kissed Kieran’s cheek. 

“Then go get in while it’s good and hot. Let me know what you think of the oil—it’s something different,” she smiled fondly at the smaller woman. “You look tired,” she observed, cupping Lenara’s cheek in her hand.

“I am,” Lenara’s eyes closed as she pressed her face into the caress. “Finals week is a bear,” she murmured. She caught herself almost drifting to sleep, standing up. “I’d better go bathe, before I start snoring,” she laughed at herself.

Lenara slid down into the tub, letting the heat permeate her aching shoulders and back while the oil moisturized her sensitive skin. The fragrance in the bath was so relaxing, she had to fight to stay awake. Kieran came in directly, bringing a glass of wine and freshly warmed towels. “Here you go, sweetie.” She knelt by the side of the tub, handing Lenara the glass and placing the towels on the back of the throne. “Be really careful getting out, because that oil is slicker than the other kind I’ve been using. Call me if you need help,” she added. “Dinner will be ready in fifteen minutes,” she said absently. “I forgot your robe. Let me go get it.” She went to Lenara’s bedroom, ran the fluffy garment through the recycler to warm it, and came back in the bathroom to hang it on the hook on the back of the bathroom door. “You’re all set. Can I get you anything?”

Lenara smiled gratefully up at her, shaking her head. “Thank you,” she said softly. As Kieran descended the stairs, she didn’t hear Lenara saying “You could join me in the water.”

Artichoke ravioli with portabella mushroom sauce was the fare of the evening, accompanied by green salad and steamed asparagus. Kieran always served some sort of soup, and tonight was a light cream of broccoli. Lenara sighed over the meal, noting for the fortieth time that her Kieran could barely program a replicator to make corn chowder, let alone cook from scratch. Kieran refrained from the usual comment, that her wife had taught her to cook, because it didn’t bear repeating. 

When they had finished their food, they drank the rest of the bottle of wine while they continued to tell each other the tale of their respective lives. This night, Kieran told Lenara about Cassidy Thompson’s death. Lenara almost choked on her wine. 

“Good God, Kieran, aren’t you dying to see her, then?” she asked. “We could go this weekend,” she offered.

“See—Cassidy? She’s alive in this dimension?” Kieran was flabbergasted.

“She most certainly is. She runs the manatee preserve with her partner, Cameron. They’ve been married nineteen years,” Lenara reported. “Oh, I’m so sorry, I never thought—”

Kieran’s eyes teared. “Cassidy is alive? Can we really go this weekend?”

“Honey,” Lenara said softly, “you can go tonight. You don’t have to wait for me.”

“No, I—look, how weird would it be for me to just show up at her door? What would I say?” Kieran wiped impatiently at her eyes. “I’d feel better if you were there to break the ice.”

“Of course I will. I’ll contact her and explain the situation. She’s the most wonderful woman, Kieran. My wife is so close to her, they’re like—”

“Two peas in a pod,” Kieran finished.

“That’s what they always say,” Lenara said, stunned. “And that they love each other—”

“Clear around the world and back again,” Kieran supplied.

“You lost her when you were only eighteen? Dear God, that must have nearly crushed you,” she said softly, taking Kieran’s hand across the table.

“It was the worst thing that ever happened to me, except losing you,” she agreed. “I got over it because I had to, just like I got over you. But those scars are so deep, I can’t even begin to touch them.” She pressed her fingers to her lips to keep from crying. “She’s alive,” she said again, squeezing Lenara’s hand. “I’m not sure I want to go back to my dimension, if Cass is still here,” she murmured half seriously.

Lenara’s eyebrows shot up. “You have to,” she insisted. “You have a family, and I want mine back, too. Promise me, Kieran. Whatever happens, the second they find a way to retrieve you, you’ll go back,” she demanded, eyes intent.

Kieran looked so sad, it nearly broke Lenara’s heart. “Of course I will. I’m not selfish enough to keep you from your wife, Lenara, just because my sister is here.”


__________________

Lenara Kahn contacted Cassidy Thompson from her workstation at the lab, wanting to have a private conversation with her sister-in-law. 

“Cass,” she was saying, “I know this is going to be odd for you, but please, try to understand, Kieran was every bit as close to her Cassidy as you are to your Kieran. She’s been without you for almost seventeen years, and she is still raw over your death in her timeline.”

Cassidy Thompson nodded. “I’ll be kind to her, Lenara, poor woman. I can’t imagine how my life would’ve been, if I had lost Kelsey so young. It’s bad enough now, missing her as much as I do. Maybe this Kieran can ease that pain a little bit.”

“There’s more, sweetie. This Kieran’s mother is dead, too, and it happened just last Thanksgiving. She’s going to probably have a pretty strong emotional reaction to seeing both of you,” Lenara warned. “She’s very fragile, honey. She’s been through a terrible ordeal, and her life has been so much more difficult than our Kieran’s has. You wouldn’t believe it,” Lenara sighed. “Lost on Voyager when we were first engaged, stuck in the Delta Quadrant almost thirteen years—” she began.

“Oh God, my poor father,” Cassidy realized. “I’m dead, Kieran was missing in action all those years, Mom just died, and then Kieran gets sucked into another dimension? The man is totally alone, in her dimension,” she said absently. “It’s awful.”

Lenara nodded. “You’re going to love her, Cass. She’s just like our Kieran, only she looks like Kieran did twenty years ago. But it’s the same smile, the same obnoxious sense of humor,” she advised warmly. “She’s very sweet to me.”

“Nara,” Cassidy eyed her warily, “you be careful of your heart, honey. She’s not Kieran.”

Lenara flinched. “I know that,” she protested.

Seeing the hurt in her eyes, Cassidy backed off. “I’m sorry, sweetie, I didn’t mean to sound so judgmental. I know how much you miss Kelsey. If this woman is a comfort to you, I know Kelsey would never begrudge you that, Nara.”

“But would you, Cass?” Lenara asked petulantly. “Because this is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to deal with. Damn it, Cass, she was carrying our child.”

“She was?” Cassidy’s green eyes were immediately sorrowful. “She didn’t tell me, Nara. I didn’t know, honey. I’m so sorry.”

“We didn’t tell anyone. Kieran wanted to get at least halfway through the second trimester, before we started to celebrate, because of her age. She was afraid she wouldn’t make it to term, and didn’t want anyone to be disappointed if she miscarried. Don’t tell your folks, honey. It would just tear them up. We were going to name the baby after you. That was Kieran’s first condition for carrying her—I had to agree we’d name her Cassidy Cameron Kahn,” she smiled at her sister-in-law.

“You’re kidding me,” Cass’ face was working with emotion. “A little girl,” she murmured.

Lenara nodded. “We agreed to call her Cami, to avoid any confusion. Kieran wanted to surprise you, but I guess she’ll just have to get over it. You’re the only person I’ve told,” she said sadly.

“I can’t wait to see you, Nara. I’ve got a hug for you that will never end,” she promised.

“We’ll be there in time for dinner Friday, sweetie. Give my love to Cameron, okay?”

“I will, honey. Take care.”

__________________

Kieran Wildman promised herself she would keep her emotions under control. She meditated most of Friday trying to calm herself, but the prospect of seeing Cassidy Thompson again had her emotions so frazzled, she was barely able to breathe. Lenara came home earlier than usual, because she knew Kieran was dying to get to Florida. She grasped the larger woman’s hand all the way to the transporter station, trying to reassure her.

“Nara, what do I say to her? How do I make her understand that for me, she’s been dead seventeen years, and this is about the most significant thing that’s happened in my life, finding her alive somewhere?” she fretted, nearly crushing the Trill’s fragile hand in her own.

“Sweetie,” Lenara tried to soothe her. “I told her all that. She knows your mother passed away, too, and that you’ve been alone with your father for close to a year. She’s an incredible woman, Kieran, and so gentle and kind, she’ll understand if you’re upset by all this.”

Kieran hung her head. “God, I’m so nervous,” she muttered. “She was my best friend,” she explained. “It almost killed me when she died. In this world, how are my parents with me? Do they favor Cassidy here, like they did in my world?” she asked faintly, eyes pained.

Lenara’s throat ached. “Oh, Kieran, I’m so sorry,” she squeezed her hand. “They favored her, there? And she died and left you not able to live up to her image?”

“Pretty much,” Kieran agreed. “It’s not terrible, and Daddy is a lot better now that Mom’s gone. But it was just awful when Cassidy first died. They never let me forget for a second that I wasn’t what they wanted me to be, which was Cassidy,” she explained, poking at the old wounds tentatively. 

“Well, from my point of view, Violet and Gerry love you both equally. They’re closer to Cass and Cameron than they are to us, but that’s because they all work together at the preserve, and we live on the opposite end of the continent. But they love you—er—my Kieran,” she faltered. “Sorry, but this gets tricky, trying to talk about it,” she admitted.

“I know. I’m sure I’ll end up lapsing into calling her parents Mom and Dad,” she shook her head. 

Lenara eased out of her seat, tugging Kieran’s hand. “Come on. Time to transport to Florida, sweetheart.”

Kieran stood up and looked herself over nervously. “Do I look okay? Is my fly zipped?” she checked herself.

“You look amazing.” Lenara couldn’t hide the attraction she felt for her completely. “And Cassidy won’t care what you look like, I guarantee it.”

____________

Cassidy and Cameron Thompson waited at the transporter station in Naples, anxious to meet Kieran Kahn’s counterpart. Cassidy was a tall, lanky carbon copy of Kieran, other than her intense green eyes and curly dark blonde hair. Kieran’s eyes were brown, and her hair was very straight. Cameron Thompson was almost as tall as Cassidy, with gentle brown eyes and a dazzling smile, dark, short hair, and a quick wit. She held Cassidy’s hand tightly, trying to anchor her.

“Damn, what’s taking them so long?” Cassidy bounced on her heels, impatient to get a glimpse of the younger version of Kieran.

As Lenara and Kieran materialized on the transporter dais, Cassidy’s mouth fell open. “Holy shit, Cam, look at her,” she murmured. “It’s like Kieran, when she was in college,” she gasped.

The sisters regarded each other warily, neither certain what to say or do. The hesitation was only momentary, and Cassidy ran for Kieran and hugged her so hard, Kieran thought her bones would break. She wrapped the smaller woman in the warmest hug, face pressed against her short, wavy hair, too overcome to speak.

Without a word they both burst into tears, clinging to each other. Lenara watched silently, smiling. It was as if she had given them back to each other, and it gratified her tremendously to know that finally, this Kieran had something to be happy about.

Kieran looked at Cassidy, touching her face, as if to verify she was real, oblivious to the tears pouring down her own face. “Cass,” she could barely get her name out. “I can’t believe you’re alive.” She hugged her again, loathe to let go for even a second. “I’m sorry if this is just too weird, but God, I love you so much, and I’ve missed you every day of my life since I was eighteen.” She held tightly to her.

Cassidy cried into her shoulder, nodding. “I love you too, Kelsey,” she said softly. “Clear around the world and back again. How old are you, anyway?” She held her at arm’s length, looking her over, ignoring the looks people were giving them.

“I’m thirty-six,” she replied. 

“I’m forty,” she supplied. “Finally, I get to be the older sister,” she teased, kissing Kieran’s cheek. “Your Cassidy—she would have been thirty-four?”

Kieran nodded. “She was a marine biologist, too. Got her degree at fourteen, and had her master’s at sixteen. Smartest person I ever met, next to Lenara,” she said softly, touching Cassidy’s face again. “Damn, it’s so good to see you, Sundance.”

Cassidy laughed. “You called your Cassidy that too? Because of the movie?”

“Yeah,” Kieran laughed with her. “You—she—got pissed when I called her Butch,” she hugged her fiercely, breaking down again. “I’m sorry, this is just so amazing,” she sobbed. “Is your Kieran this much of a plasma dampener?” she chided herself.

“Oh, much worse,” Cassidy teased her. “Sweetie, it’s okay. I can’t imagine how I’d feel if I hadn’t seen you—or any other version of you—for seventeen years. I’d be twice this wrecked, I bet.”

“Three times,” Cameron spoke up. “You bust her chops mercilessly, but you love Kieran more than breathing,” she put in. 

Kieran laughed. “I tell Kit that all the time—that I love her more than breathing. She just smirks and says ‘try going without breathing for awhile.’ Damn, that kid is a smart-ass.”

“She gets it from you,” Cassidy pointed out. “Or at least, our Kit does. Damn, this is awkward—you’re talking about your Kit, not ours.” She eased Kieran from her embrace. “Are you going to be okay, Kels?”

“Fine,” Kieran assured her, wiping her face on her sleeve. “Just a minor lapse in composure,” she promised.

“Good. Then let’s go have dinner. Cam did the cooking, so nobody dies of ptomaine.”

Kieran laughed, reaching out to Lenara. “Thank you for giving me back my sister,” she kissed her cheek. “I owe you.”

____________

Kieran Wildman and Cassidy Thompson stayed up talking until long after Lenara and Cameron had gone off to bed. They compared histories, childhood memories, and found that up until Kieran’s Cassidy had died, the experiences were nearly identical. 

“So you had your master’s at sixteen, too?” Kieran asked, holding Cassidy’s hand as they lounged lazily on the couch in the Thompson’s living room.

“Yeah,” Cassidy admitted. “You—I mean Kieran—was halfway through the Academy when I finished. I came to work at the preserve the second the ink was dry on the degree. Mom and Dad needed me pretty badly, overseeing construction and exhibit design. I took special coursework in aquarium operations just so I could do the plans. You’d be amazed at the amount of planning that goes into something of this magnitude.”

Kieran nodded. “It’s so weird, seeing this place. Mom and Dad’s house is exactly the same, but the preserve itself is so much more splendid here. It’s easily twice the size of the one Mom and Dad built. And of course, in my dimension, you didn’t have a house inside the preserve. And the preserve in my dimension didn’t open until I was back from the Delta Quadrant.”

Cassidy smiled. “We opened this one when I was seventeen.”

Kieran nudged her. “How did you meet Cameron, anyway?” She smiled at her, waggling her eyebrows.

“Damn, Kels, when you do that it just unnerves me,” she laughed. “It’s like flashing back twenty years when Kieran was in college,” she chuckled. “She was always doing that—flicking her eyebrows, to tease me.  How did I meet Cameron,” she murmured. “I had been working with Mom and Dad about two years, and we’d been through a dozen interns in that time, none of which were the right fit for us or for the preserve itself. Dad had connections as USF, and they kept sending grad students, but it just wasn’t working out. They actually sent a student who was concentrating on cephalopods, as if that had any practical application to marine mammals,” she said with disgust, rolling her eyes. “Cameron just dropped in our laps. She had gone to U of Miami, and after she graduated, she did a stint at Woods Hole, and then Sea World. She was head curator at the Manatee exhibit in Orlando, but she hated the whole commercial atmosphere, and she sent us a resume. When we interviewed her, it was like—manna from heaven. She knew everything, Kels. We didn’t have to teach her anything, explain anything—well, except for the funding and administrative stuff, because she came from a commercial background, not non-profit. I had been doing coursework in business administration up in Fort Myers, so I taught Cameron the financial end of operating the place,” she explained. She smiled shyly, remembering. “She was so sweet. So eager to learn everything. And the manatees just adored her. I don’t mean they gradually adapted to her, I mean from the second she got in the water, they were all over her.”

Kieran laughed. “And so were you?”

Cassidy burst out laughing. “That is exactly the sort of thing Kieran would say,” she howled. “But to answer your question, no, I was not. I had been living and breathing this place since before I even graduated. I didn’t have time to date, and when would I meet anyone, working sixteen-hour days? Love was the furthest thing from my mind. But once Cameron was up and running, suddenly, I could work an eight-hour day. I had time to rest, to recreate, to dive for fun, all the stuff I’d been missing. Mom and Dad got to take a vacation for the first time since we were kids. I could concentrate on the business aspects of the preserve, then, and leave some of the hands-on stuff to Cam. And the money started pouring in. I had more donations than I knew what to do with. We hired more staff, started an educational program, planned a research facility—it was mushrooming by the minute. Cameron was the one who taught me the value of delegating responsibility, in fact. We had become really good friends in the year she’d been with us, but nothing more.”

“And you were how old, by then?” Kieran asked, smiling.

“Cam came before my nineteenth birthday. I had just turned twenty, when we became lovers,” she recalled. “She was four years older, more experienced. She says she knew after knowing me about four months that we’d be together, but I was clueless, of course,” Cassidy laughed. “We had been inseparable for the better part of two months—not by choice, exactly, but because we attended a symposium together in California, and then visited several preserves around the country—kind of like a learning exchange. So we were traveling, and then we came back here, and miracle of miracles, the place had actually survived in our absence. I started to realize I could relax, then. She signed us both up for a volleyball team without my permission, but it turned out to be so much fun, I couldn’t stay peeved at her. Most of our teammates were coupled women, and they just assumed Cam and I were lovers. So we started joking about that, and kind of flirting indirectly through the joking. And I started to really see her then, to see the woman, instead of the scientist. Suddenly we were talking about music, and theater, and sports, and stuff that had nothing to do with work. We were best friends—probably in love already, but didn’t know it,” she recalled. “One day, the wildlife preservation society put out an alert that a pod of pilot whales had beached themselves at Naples Beach. Cam and I were volunteers and we went to work the event. It was one of the hardest things,” she said sadly. “We would get them out into the water, and they would just beach themselves again. Cam and I started running tests, and found out there was some parasite wrecking their directional instincts, so we treated them for it. But that meant keeping them in the water, off the beach, until the medication could work, which was hours and hours. We were exhausted when they finally headed for deep water, and so emotionally drained, we both just started crying, because we were so happy they were going to survive. All the volunteers were hugging each other, and laughing, and crying, and collapsing from fatigue onto the sand. Cam just grabbed me and kissed me, you know? Like she was totally relieved, that’s all. But then we kissed again, and we didn’t stop for about five minutes. And that was that,” she concluded. “I stayed at her apartment that night, and I just never went home again. We got married six months later, and built this house. Mom and Dad were thrilled, because they love Cameron.”

Kieran smiled, hugging her sister. “That’s sweet, honey. Very romantic. You never had kids?” she asked.

Cassidy’s face darkened. “We had a daughter,” she replied. “Only in my dimension, I’m not the one that got Fredriech’s lymphosarcoma. She did.”

Kieran was instantly sorry she had asked. “Oh, Cass, I’m sorry. I can’t imagine—” she faltered.

“Yeah you can, Kels. You’re here. Your kids are in some other place. You know exactly what that loss feels like. And you lost me.” She got up off the couch, went to a bookcase, and pulled out a photo album. She handed it to Kieran. “Her name was—what else? Marina,” she laughed hollowly. “She was twelve when she died. Kit was her favorite person in the universe,” she supplied, sitting beside the taller woman again.

Kieran perused the photos, taking it all in. “She was beautiful,” she murmured. 

Cassidy nodded. “Yeah, she was, because she looked like Cam. You know, after Marina was born, we were just so happy, we didn’t really even think about another child. And then when she died, we were afraid to risk having one, because I carry the gene. I couldn’t put Cameron through that again, that’s for sure,” she sighed. “Or Mom and Dad. Marina and Mom were attached at the hip. Mom had her cataloguing gastropods by the time she was three,” Cassidy laughed. “And she was diving at four. Dad taught her everything about the equipment, about nitrogen narcosis—she knew what it was but she could barely say it,” Cassidy recalled, tears gathering in her eyes.

“Honey,” Kieran held her tightly, “it’s okay.” 

Cassidy let herself sink into Kieran’s arms, grateful for having one less loss to calculate in her life. She yawned after a long while, cuddling into her sister. “I’m falling asleep,” she said drowsily. “But I don’t wanna get up,” she snickered.

“Stay, then,” Kieran snuggled into her, pulling a throw from the back of the couch. “Sleep, honey.”

“I love you Kels,” she said as she drifted off. “Clear around the world.”

_______________

Kieran Wildman stayed with Cassidy and Cameron Thompson for a week, sending Lenara back to work with the marching orders to enjoy her space and her privacy. Lenara agreed, albeit reluctantly, returning to San Francisco without the slightest idea what to do without Kieran there. She had become so accustomed to their routine, the convenience and familiarity of their interaction, that the house seemed cavernous and lifeless without Kieran there. Lenara had left Florida on Sunday, and by Wednesday, she was back, explaining away the trip as some much needed personal leave time. Cassidy Thompson was not the least bit fooled.

Gerry and Violet Thompson were fascinated by the similarities between their daughter and the stranger who showed up at their dinner table Thursday night. They were even more fascinated by the differences in the two Kieran’s lives, especially the Voyager mission. Kieran found herself slipping, calling them Mom and Dad, then apologetically correcting herself. She finally forced herself to call them Mr. and Mrs. Thompson. She watched them interact with Lenara, saw how awkward things had become because Kieran Kahn had disappeared, and wondered if this Violet Thompson had disliked Lenara as much as her own mother had. 

Later than night, back at Cassidy and Cameron’s, Kieran questioned Cassidy about it. 

“Mom and Dad,” Cassidy explained reluctantly, “thought Kieran was too young to be married to Lenara.”

“But you married Cameron when you were only twenty-one,” Kieran protested, feeling defensive on Lenara’s behalf. “And the age difference between you and Cam was bigger than between Lenara and Kieran,” she added indignantly. 

Cassidy held up her hand. “I know, I know,” she agreed. “I didn’t say it was fair. Or reasonable, even. Mom and Dad accepted Cameron and I because they saw us together as friends for a long time, and as coworkers, and it was just obvious we were fated for each other. It was like, after they got to know Cameron, before I even knew I had feelings for her, they saw our relationship as a given. And Cam and I are perfect for each other, so their instincts were dead on. And honestly, I think their instincts about Kieran and Lenara were right, too.”

“You do?” Kieran was stunned. “You don’t think Lenara and Kieran should have married?”

Cassidy sighed. “I love Lenara. And I know they were in love. But Kelsey had emotional issues that were just left hanging, because of that relationship. Crap over P’Arth, over Robin—wait, did you have a lover named P’Arth?” She was suddenly chilled at the thought.

“You mean the Klingon with the bad attitude? The one that fractured my arm and beat the shit out of me for exercise?” she asked sarcastically.

Cassidy leaned across the couch, taking Kieran in her arms. “Not you, too,” she said sadly. “God, Kels, I hated that woman. I wanted to kill her.”

“What stopped you?” Kieran hugged her back. 

“You did,” she accused. “I mean, Kieran did. She was so fucking blinded by love, she didn’t have the sense God gave slime mold,” Cassidy complained. “Anyway, Kieran needed to work out the scars from that relationship, and she needed to dump the baggage from her failed engagement to Robin. Instead she married Lenara, and brought the mess right along with her into the marriage. It wasn’t fair to Nara,” Cass said protectively. “So in that sense, Mom and Dad were right. Only instead of putting the blame where it belonged—on Kieran—they blamed Lenara. Dad is better about it, but he lets Mom’s perceptions color his own, to a degree. Kieran resented how Mom and Dad treat Lenara, and so there was a wedge between the two families—kind of there, but not acknowledged,” she detailed. 

“What do you think they thought of me?” Kieran asked softly.

Cassidy smiled warmly at her. “Dad loved you. He called you Starfish—he hadn’t called Kelsey that in years. Mom isn’t the warmest person, not since Marina died. She has big defenses with new people, because of Marina. But she certainly admires you for what you’ve been through. Hell, we all do, Kelsey. Your life has been a whole lot more dynamic than our Kieran’s ever was.”

Kieran laughed. “Yeah, well getting sucked into the Delta Quadrant was a guaranteed way of making life interesting,” she joked. “Not to mention getting married to a Klingon, getting lost in various spatial rifts, and then marrying a twelve year old. Never a dull moment,” she laughed.

Cassidy shook her head ruefully. “I want to hear about the spatial rifts,” she enthused, settling in for another late night.

____________________

Cameron Thompson peered down at her wife, concern coloring her delicate features. “Cass,” she said softly, “she’s only going to be a transport away. We can go see her every weekend, if that’s what you want,” she assured her. 

Cassidy forced a smile. “Am I that transparent?”

Cameron laughed, muffling the sound with her hand so as not awaken Kieran and Lenara. “Honey, you gave her such a forlorn look all through dinner, it’s a wonder she ate at all. But then she kept looking the same way at you,” Cameron noted, hoping it would appease her wife.

“She did?” Cassidy asked hopefully. “The week just went so fast. I don’t want her to leave, Cam.”

Cameron nodded, her brown eyes glowing with love. “Honey, you should just ask her to move in here. You know you want to, so why are you hiding it from me? Haven’t you been dying to suggest it to me?”

“God, you know me so well,” Cassidy breathed appreciatively. “I have wanted to feel you out on the possibility.”

“Well, if you’re going to pitch the idea to her, you’d better do it soon,” Cameron warned, smiling tenderly at her lover. “If she and Lenara spend much more time alone, they’ll be tangled up sexually, if they aren’t already.”

“They’re not,” Cassidy protested. “Kieran would have told me,” she insisted.

“You’re already that sure of her confidence?” Cameron asked, grinning. 

“Do you think I shouldn’t be?” Cassidy inquired, suddenly unsure of herself.

Cameron kissed her sweetly, lingering over her full, pouting bottom lip. “I think she loves you clear around the world, and you can rely on that. But I’m not so sure she’d tell you if she’s sleeping with Lenara. How would you feel about it, if she were?”

Cassidy sighed. “I know I should be more loyal to Kelsey, but how could I blame Lenara for loving this Kieran? I love her, so why shouldn’t Lenara? And really, what are the odds we’ll ever see our Kieran again? She could be dead, for all we know.”

“Well, if you want my input, I love her, too. And I think she’s exactly what Lenara needs. But I think you should give her the option of living with us. It’d be great, having an extra hand at the preserve. And I’ve loved seeing you this happy,” she added fondly. 

“This Kieran doesn’t resent me,” Cassidy replied. “She doesn’t have that history with Mom and Dad, and how they treated Lenara. I know Kelsey never meant to hold that against me,” she said fretfully, “but deep down, she couldn’t help it. But this Kieran is so open to me, so accepting, and she’s just so—so—”

“Grateful?” Cameron supplied. 

Cassidy nodded. “Exactly. She appreciates everything about our relationship because she lost her Cassidy. And she respects me and values my opinion more. And she’s a lot more interested in my life—you wouldn’t believe the things we talk about, Cam.” She laughed lightly. “I told her how we got together,” she confessed.

“Oh, you mean that big ole lie you tell everyone about how we saved the pilot whales and I was so overcome with emotion, I kissed you?” she teased, tickling Cassidy’s ribs.

“Hey, that’s the whole truth,” Cassidy argued, tickling back. 

“No,” Cameron shot back, “the truth is, you kissed me, Miss Missy, and then you followed me like a puppy dog back to my hover bike and made out with me on it until my resolve was gone.” She sniffed arrogantly. “I was much too old and too sophisticated for you.”

“So, what? I seduced you? Cam, I was like the oldest virgin on the planet. I didn’t know how to seduce anyone,” she laughed, hugging her wife closer.

“I wouldn’t call it seduction,” Cameron grinned suggestively. “More like—a sudden awareness of my hormones,” she decided, laughing. “And you just happened to be there.”

“Ack!” Cassidy gasped, outraged. “You mean any warm body would have sufficed?” she demanded, fingers at the ready for another tickle fight.

Cameron kissed her passionately, smiling into their mutual arousal. “Your warm body was the one I wanted,” she admitted between kisses. “From the second I met you.”

“Now who’s the liar?” Cassidy accused, tangling her fingers in the short strands of Cameron’s hair and arching into their kiss. “You said it took at least four months,” she reminded her wife.

Cameron explored the gentle slope of Cassidy’s throat with ardent lips, breathing softly over the warm flesh. “I said it took me four months before I knew we were going to be together,” she contended, “but I wanted you in my bed a whole lot sooner than that.”

Cassidy felt herself fill with air as Cameron loved her, suddenly awash in the memory of that first time. “Cam,” she sighed, “are you sorry it took so long? You were so patient,” she gazed into loving eyes.

“I was patient,” Cameron agreed, smiling. “But by the time I finally took you to bed, I wanted a whole lot more than just your body.”

Cassidy kissed her deeply, her emotion welling in her chest. “I love you Cam,” she whispered. “And ever since that day, you’ve had all of me.”

___________________

Kieran Wildman studied the floor, trying to express the emotions surging through her psyche.  She had almost gotten over the fact that Jenny Calvert was her therapist in this dimension, though it had taken some serious discussion with the woman. Now Jenny waited patiently, letting Kieran compose her thoughts, but nothing was forthcoming.

“Okay,” Jenny offered, “you’ve stuck with the anti-depressant medication, and you’ve seen some improvement. That’s something.”

Kieran sighed. “I just can’t shake this—this godforsaken hope,” she realized. “Like, Naomi and Lenara are going to show up in a blaze of glory on a white horse and ferry me home,” she said angrily, disgusted with herself. “I know I have to let it go, stop hoping, but I can’t. I just can’t,” she started to cry. “Everytime I think I’ve got myself convinced it’s over, that that life is a distant memory, I’ll dream about them, or remember something that makes it so prevalent, that I’m right back to my delusions again,” she said miserably. “I guess, deep down, I’ve always believed there is justice in the world, and that people are fated to be together, and so when the ideal actually happened, how in the hell can I stop believing in it?”

“You’re a hopeless romantic, in other words,” Jenny affirmed. “Naomi was your soulmate, and in a perfect world, nothing could have taken her from you. You beat the odds of your age difference, her terminal illness, the threat of another woman—only to wind up apart through no fault of your own, and trapped here,” she voiced Kieran’s outrage. 

“Exactly,” Kieran smacked her hand on the overstuffed arm of the couch. “Damn it to fucking hell, this is so unfair,” she raged. “How am I supposed to do this? Tell me! How do I just forget that life ever happened?” she demanded furiously.

Jenny moved to her side, gathering her into a firm hug. “You don’t forget it. It’s like the stages of dealing with death, Kieran. You’re angry now, and you have every right to be, and you’re moving out of the denial phase. But you’re also doing good things to help yourself move to the next stage—not bargaining with God, per se, but bargaining with this reality, making a deal with it, if you will, to try to survive in it.”

Kieran gave her a tear-stained, puzzled expression. “I am?”

Jenny’s frost-white eyes sparkled with genuine affection for the duplicate of her former basketball coach. “Yeah, KT, of course you are. You’re reaching out to Lenara, and Robin, and your counterpart’s family. You’re making a life for yourself here, no matter how much your heart aches for that old life.”

“Sometimes I’m so ashamed,” she admitted. “I love Cassidy so much, Jenny. And sometimes I don’t want to go back, and I feel so—disloyal to Naomi, like I’m choosing Cassidy over her in my heart,” she confessed. 

“Kieran,” Jenny hugged her close again, “those conflicting feelings are natural. And there’s no disloyalty in learning to love the people in this dimension—it’s survival, plain and simple. And the fact is, we don’t know if you’re going to go back to your former world, ever, so you have to create a new life for yourself,” she reassured her. “Do you really think, after all this time, Naomi would begrudge you happiness in this world, or companionship, or love? After everything you’ve told me about her, how big her heart is, how much she reached out to your Lenara, wouldn’t she totally get it?”

“She—yeah, Naomi would definitely get it. She would tell me to make connections, to reach out, to find friends and family again. She’d be angry with me if I refused to do those things,” Kieran realized. “She loves me, and she’s always wanted my happiness.”

“Just as you’ve always wanted hers,” Jenny pointed out. “In the same situation, Kieran, would you want Naomi to isolate herself from the people here? If Naomi had been the one who came through the wormhole?”

“Of course not. I’d tell her to—” she stopped herself, instantly flooded with guilt.

“Tell her to what?” Jenny encouraged her.

Kieran’s vocal chords seemed paralyzed. Tears coursed down her cheeks again in a fresh wave. “I’d tell her to let herself love Lenara,” she choked the words out.

Jenny nodded. “Yes,” she agreed, knowing they had finally hit the breakthrough. “You would tell her to love Lenara, just as you love Lenara. Isn’t that what you meant to say?”

Kieran nodded slowly, then hid her face in her hands. “I’m such a horrid person,” she sobbed. 

“Because you have needs? Because you are lonely? Kieran, listen to yourself. You’ve told me over and over how you and Naomi worked on your marriage, how you came to both accept inclusive relationships, to embrace the idea of multiple partners, at least theoretically. Knowing Naomi understands that frame of mind, how can you be a horrid person for loving Lenara Kahn?” she insisted. 

Kieran was so washed out and spent, she could only shake her head.

“You are not a horrid person. You’re human. And you’re in a situation that is equivalent to having every single person in your life die simultaneously. The impact of those losses is unfathomable to me. That you feel anything for Lenara is a miracle, a blessing of the highest order,” she counseled.

“But it’s not really fair to Lenara,” Kieran put in. “So much of what I feel for her is based upon what I felt for MY Lenara, it’s based upon a history that isn’t even real for this Lenara,” she argued.

“Okay, so there is carry over. But you know what? Lenara has carry over from her marriage to Kieran, too. She is drawn to you, at least in part, because of history you didn’t personally share with her, but Kieran Kahn did,” Jenny contended. 

Kieran thought that over for a long while. She wiped her face on her sleeve, nodding. Then she smiled. “You’re right, Jen. That makes complete sense.”

Jenny smiled with satisfaction. “Good. You go home and think about it some more. And stop kicking yourself for any perceived infidelity of the heart. Same time, two days from now?” she asked, taking out her schedule PADD.

“That’d be great,” she agreed, feeling better than she had felt in weeks. 

____________________

On Kieran Wildman’s side of the wormhole, Robin Kahn and Jenny Calvert worked closely with Amanda Brand to put together a campaign to pressure the manufacturers of the Tesla coils to speed up production. Gerry Thompson lobbied congress for assistance, and Gretchen Janeway pulled in every favor Edward Janeway had ever been owed. Finally, there was a firm commitment to have the new coils prepared within six months, instead of the originally projected delivery date of twelve months.

Kit Wildman spent every waking hour at a workstation, poring over data, calculating and recalculating until her eyes were so dry, they could almost fall out. She stayed in Lenara’s laboratory most nights, taking a one or two hour respite on the couch, only to stagger back to the task at hand. She went days without real sleep, a change of clothes, a meal. Jenny was sick with worry, but Kit pushed her away whenever Jenny tried to intervene. “I have to get her back, and I have to make sure I’m not missing anything,” Kit would snarl at her.

Robin Kahn could not get through to Kit. Lenara Kahn could not. Naomi Wildman’s words fell on deaf ears. Even Emily Kahn had pleaded with the obsessed cadet, to no avail. Kit’s grades were starting to slip. Her attendance was sporadic. Her hygiene was subpar. And she had lost so much weight, her clothes hung on her in great bagging folds. 

Admiral Amanda Brand was their last hope to talk some sense into Kit Wildman. The older woman ventured up to the lab at the request of all concerned, hoping to strike a chord with the young girl. She found Kit hard at work, downing her sixth cup of coffee in four hours, hands jittery from the caffeine, but jaw set with determination. She talked to herself as she worked. “It was the gravitational redshift, I know it was. The variant co-factor was off a micron, just enough to cause a fluctuation in the infusers, the fucking infusers either malfunctioned or had the wrong capacitance variables,” she bit her words off. “The Quantum Foam never got stable at the macro level, I bet.” She punched in simulated variables, watching her model wormhole collapse repeatedly. “The gravitational redshift,” she repeated, starting the simulation again. “God damn this fucking equation.” She smacked her head with her open palm. “The factorial is just not right,” she shouted. 

Admiral Brand listened at the door, features tinged with pity. “Cadet Wildman,” she said more gruffly than she intended.

Kit looked up, her brain so muddled it barely registered that she was being addressed by a superior officer. On a delayed circuit, realization kicked in and she stood up. “Admiral, Sir,” she stiffened to attention.

Amanda came into the lab, appalled at Kit’s appearance. “Good lord, Kit, how long has it been since you had a shower and clean uniform?” she demanded.

“I—uh—I’m sorry, Admiral, I couldn’t say.” She looked at herself in dismay. “I’ve been very busy,” she added.

“Kit, your professors have all sent me reports about your falling grades. Your performance has gone from top of your class to barely average. You’re in a tailspin,” she said sternly. “This has to stop. You cannot single handedly get your mother back, and there are so many people working on the problem, you really need to let the experts do their jobs,” she counseled. 

“I—can’t leave it up to them, Admiral,” she pleaded. “Corporate manufacturers and theoreticians don’t care about the fact that this is a person,” she persuaded, “a person with a wife, a family, people who need her,” she begged. “How can they care? They don’t love her.”

Brand shook her head. “Kit, you listen to me, damn it. Your mother would have a heart attack if she could see you. You look like hell. You’re so skinny, I could lift you myself. Don’t make me suspend your lab access, or put you on probation. I don’t want a reprimand in your permanent record, but I have to snap you out of it, Kit. I could give you enough demerits on your appearance alone to suspend you. Do you understand me?”

Kit’s face fell. “Please, don’t cut me off from the lab. I have to do this. I have to,” she pleaded. “My Mom is out there somewhere, and I have to DO something. This is all I have.” She was so exhausted, her knees buckled, but she caught herself on the edge of the desk and forced herself back upright. “Have you seen the data from the debris reconnaissance? I swear, there are two distinct temporal signatures, and they are so discrepant, it looks like there’s a ratio of thirteen to one,” she tried to draw the Admiral into the mystery.

“Thirteen to one? You mean time in their dimension is passing thirteen times faster?” 

Kit nodded. “Or thereabouts. So while we’re diddling around with this crap, Kieran has been there years, Admiral. Years.” Kit staggered as she explained the temporal problem.

Brand grabbed her by the arm to keep her from collapsing. “Kit, how long has it been since you ate solid food?” She eased her back into her chair.

Kit shrugged. “I—think, yesterday? Lenara shoved something at me and made me eat it,” she remembered. “Or was that two days ago? It’s not important. Food is just food. This equation,” she turned back to her screen, “look at it, Admiral. Do you see the problem? Is it here?” She pointed to a polynomial expression, shaking her head.

“Kit, you’re scaring hell out of me. Get up out of that chair, turn off the monitor, and let’s go,” she said sternly. “That’s an order, Cadet.”

Kit looked at her, golden eyes pleading. “Don’t do this, Admiral. I need to fix it—the equation,” she started to break down, sobbing. “I have to get her home,” she blubbered.

Brand shook her head. “The day before your mother disappeared, she sent me a message, and she asked me to watch out for you. She’s one of my dearest friends, Kit, and I’m not going to let her down.” She went to Lenara’s workstation at the back of the lab, hailed Kate Pulaski, and ordered her to the lab. Kit had to be sedated and put under observation, if only to make sure she slept and had food. A note went to Naomi Wildman’s account, as next of kin, to advise that Kit had been relieved of duty for the time being, and confined to the infirmary.

________________

Kieran Wildman tied the kite to a heavy string, checking it for stability. Robin Lefler watched her with an amused expression, thinking Kieran was so like a big kid. Lenara Kahn sat beside Robin on the stadium blanket, letting the sunshine bathe her in warmth. Cassidy Thompson waited eagerly for Kieran to finish with the kite preparations.

“Cam, do you wanna come with us to fly it?” Cassidy asked her wife.

Cameron laughed. “In this heat? I’ll leave the running to you two lunatics,” Cameron replied, lying down with her hands beneath her head.

“Lazy,” Kieran accused. “C’mon, Sundance, I’ve got this baby ready for launch sequence,” she enthused, jumping up. 

Cassidy ran after her, and the two sisters worked together to get the rainbow-hued kite aloft. 

Lenara watched them fondly, smiling. Robin nudged her. “Nara,” she said softly. “You’ve got that look again.”

Lenara colored prettily, her vallette fading momentarily. “It’s hard, Robbie,” she retorted.

Cameron rolled onto her side, smirking. “I bet it is. She’s like a better version of our Kieran,” she remarked. “I’m sorry if that sounds cruel, but it’s honest. She’s much less moody, less sullen. And I for one am damned grateful she’s here. Cassidy was inconsolable when our Kieran was lost, and this Kieran makes up for it,” she put in. “Don’t let Robbie get under your skin, Nara. If you love this Kieran, nobody should say a word to you. Hell, I love her just as much as I loved my sister-in-law.”

Lenara balked. “Love? Hardly,” she scoffed. “I’m fond of her. And she is similar to my wife.”

“If you’re merely fond of her,” Robin needled her, “why hasn’t she moved out yet?” She shaded her eyes to see Kieran and Cassidy congratulating each other on the extraordinary height the kite had reached. 

“Where would she go, Robbie? We’re her only friends here. She has no job, no relatives—just mirror images of all those things. She’s offered to leave and I have talked her out of it over and over again. She needs to be where she has a foundation.”

Robin snorted. “She needs you, or you need her?” she asked pointedly.

Cameron had had enough. “Robin, knock it off,” she warned. 

“All I’m saying is be careful, Nara,” Robin said apologetically. “Her people could come for her any day.”

Lenara swallowed hard. Any day.

________________

Emily Kahn found Jenny Calvert in the lobby of the Academy Med Center’s Emergency Room, crying, alone. She knelt in the floor beside the distraught woman, resting her hands on Jenny’s thighs. 

“Jen, Naomi just hailed me. Is Kit okay?” she asked, voice alarmed.

Jenny nodded. “She will be, but oh, God, Ems,” she started to sob, “she fought them like crazy and they had to restrain her to get her in here.”

Emily wrapped Jenny in her arms, rocking her. “And you saw it?”

“Admiral Brand called me to the lab to try to talk to Kit, to calm her down. Only I couldn’t. It was horrid. Kit was screaming like an animal in agony,” she reported. “Hollering about how for Kieran, the time is passing faster, it’s been years. That is, until they sedated her.”

Emily stroked Jenny’s hair, smoothing it down. “It’s okay, now, Jen,” she assured her. “They’ll get her stable, and make her eat, and she’ll be her old self in no time.”

Jenny sniffed loudly, trying to get a handle on her emotions. “I know Admiral Brand had no choice, but—” she trailed off.

Amanda Brand had caught the last remark as she walked up, and her heart clutched in her chest. She reached for Jenny’s shoulder. “I didn’t have any choice, Jenny,” she agreed. “I made Kieran a promise to watch out for Kit, and I should have done this a week ago. Please, try to understand, Kit was becoming a danger to herself.”

Jenny looked up at the Admiral, eyes running and red. “I know, Ma’am. I do understand. It’s just—Kit had a perfect record. And now she won’t,” she said with a shuddering breath. 

Amanda took Jenny’s hand. “I promise you, this will not be in her personnel file, if I have to bury the records in a black hole, Jenny,” she said resolutely. “I don’t blame Kit one bit for reacting this way. She’s an amazingly strong woman, and under the circumstances, I totally understand her having a nervous breakdown. There’s no way in hell I’m going to let that damage her reputation. I owe Kieran that much.”

Emily gazed up at the plump woman with platinum hair, impressed at the fierce loyalty in her voice. “You really care about KT, don’t you?” she asked.

Brand eased down on the arm of Jenny’s chair, perching on it with one hip. “She’s a valuable member of my faculty,” she replied. Then softening her tone, she added “And a damned good friend to have in your court when the shit hits the fan. I will say one thing I don’t often say about anyone above the level of Lieutenant Commander. I trust Kieran.”

Jenny wiped her face, giving the Admiral a puzzled look. “Why wouldn’t you trust your peers?” she asked innocently.

Brand laughed. “At my level, Cadet,” she confided, “there is so much political maneuvering, you never know who has your back and who is going to stab you in it,” she admitted. “You choose friends carefully, and you make your alliances, but you never really trust anyone completely. You’ll understand, as you move up through the ranks,” she promised. She studied the earnest faces of the young women, smiling. “Jenny, the important thing right now is that both of you keep yourselves focused on your class work, and that you help Kit find her rhythm again. I know you’ve all been through a lot, and Kieran’s accident has been a terrible strain on your respective lives and loved ones. But Kit is going to need you both, now, more than ever. Can I count on you?”

Jenny and Emily nodded in tandem. 

“Good. As soon as Kit is settled in and medicated properly, the attending will be down to tell you you can visit her. Naomi is with her now.”

“Have you seen her, Admiral?” Jenny asked, worried.

Brand nodded grimly. “I have. Be glad you’re not one of the orderlies,” she chuckled darkly. “It’s hell trying to restrain a blackbelt.”

____________________

Emily Kahn and Jenny Calvert put aside their mutual discomfort to make certain Kit was taken care of. They coordinated schedules so that Kit was rarely alone, between themselves, Naomi, Robin, Lenara, and Admiral Brand. Various teammates filled in as well, and classmates. Kit was popular among the cadets and there was plenty of help in keeping her spirits up. 

Emily was coming up the sidewalk outside the med center when she spotted Jenny, who was walking unsteadily. Jenny grabbed the back of a bench and staggered to it, flopping down, head between her knees. Emily made a run for her.

“Jenny!” she called out, skidding on the grass. “Are you okay?”

Jenny nodded, gulping air. “Just dizzy. I’ll be fine.”

Emily lifted her face. “You are not fine. How long has it been since you ate? Since you slept?”

Jenny’s eyes were cloudy. “I—I’m not really sure, Ems. I guess last night I ate dinner,” she recalled. “I slept in Kit’s room.”

Emily shook her head. “You’re going to end up just like Kit if you don’t gear it down a notch, J-Cal,” she warned. “Coach Wildman would have your ass in a sling if she could see you right now,” she added. “You sit right here. I’m going to the cafeteria to get you lunch. Don’t you dare leave,” she ordered.

Jenny nodded weakly, wishing the gardens and grounds around her would stop spinning. 

Emily came back within minutes, toting a tray of food. “Okay,” she sat down beside the nauseous woman, “you need to eat this. All of it,” she said in a tone that brooked no argument. 

Jenny quirked an eyebrow. “Ems, these are all my favorites—how did you know?” she asked, astonished. 

Emily laughed. “You ate almost the same meal everyday we were on the Sato,” she pointed out. “Tuna salad, tomato soup, peach pie, iced tea.”

Jenny dug into the sandwich first, closing her eyes. “I really am starving,” she realized. “Thank you.” She ate quickly while Emily watched her. “You never sat with Kit and I,” she noted.

Emily blushed. “Yeah, well, I still noticed how boring your menu was,” she replied, turning away so Jenny wouldn’t see her embarrassment. 

“Were you checking me out?” Jenny teased her, eyes regaining their sparkle.

Emily flinched. “Not like you mean,” she stated flatly. “If I was looking you over it’s because I care about Kit,” she said in an aloof tone. 

Jenny smiled. “Ouch,” she replied, pretending her feelings were hurt.

Emily gaped at her. “I—Jen, I didn’t mean you’re not pretty,” she faltered. “I mean, you’re gorgeous, and Kit’s very lucky—” she tried to recover.

“Ems, I was yanking your chain,” Jenny laughed. “Relax. I wasn’t insulted. I’m just surprised you paid a bit of attention to me, when Kit was right there.”

Emily only shrugged, suddenly self-conscious. 

“You know, we tried to get you to hang out with us,” Jenny reminded her. “You were always welcome.”

“I know,” Emily returned. “I just didn’t feel comfortable. I don’t always know how to act around Kit.”

“I imagine,” Jenny sympathized. “But it would be easier if you practiced more.”

“You want me to spend time with your lover?” Emily asked, stunned. 

Jenny tasted her soup, nodding approval. “Ems, Kit loves you. She worries about you. Your friendship is important to her. And you were her first lover. That makes your place in her heart untouchable.” She sighed. “I love Kit. And whatever makes her happy is fine by me.”

Emily considered, impressed. If Kit belonged to her, she wouldn’t be so giving. She would hold on with both hands.

______________

Kieran Wildman stretched to reach the top of the hedge, balancing on the ladder carefully. Lenara’s yard had gotten overgrown in the time Kieran Kahn had been missing, and Kieran decided it was time to get things in order. Lenara was sunbathing by the pool, looking tantalizing in her red two-piece. Kieran had to force herself to concentrate on the task at hand, but stole glances from beneath her sweat-soaked baseball cap when she thought Lenara wasn’t looking. 

Kieran trimmed and raked and mowed and bagged until the yard looked pristine again. Lenara was working diligently on a paper for the IJAQ, but she kept an appreciative eye on her roommate. Kieran had been working out with weights to maintain her muscle tone, and Lenara noticed every ripple of flesh beneath the t-shirt that clung to her torso. Kieran Kahn had been in reasonably good shape, but she had not been a professional athlete. 

Lenara put her PADD aside and walked to the edge of the pool fence. “Hey. You’re stinking up the air. Come swim with me,” she invited. 

Kieran removed her ball cap and slicked back her hair, dark with perspiration. “I’m so sticky I’ll never get a suit on.”

“So come in like that,” Lenara insisted. 

Kieran shrugged. “Okay.”  She pretended to walk nonchalantly toward the pool, then snarled and snatched Lenara up in her arms. “You’re coming too!” she hollered, jumping in the deep end. 

Lenara shrieked as they hit the brisk water, coming up sputtering. “Foul!” she cried, dunking Kieran under. 

Kieran dove deep, grabbing Lenara’s ankles and pulling her down. They regarded each other underwater, hair swirling with the chop of the pool waves, grinning ear to ear. They surfaced simultaneously, gasping and laughing. 

“Man, this feels great,” Kieran groaned. “Except these cargo shorts weigh a ton.”

“Drop them, then. You’ve got on underwear, don’t you?” Lenara asked. “You’re decent enough.”

Kieran shucked her drawers, sighing. “Much better. So do you and your Kieran go diving?”

Lenara smiled. “Not for several years, but we used to. Of course, whenever we go see Cam and Cassidy we dive with them. But we haven’t taken a dive vacation in a long time, just the two of us.”

Kieran tread water, relaxing, dunking her hair backward to smooth it back from her face. “That’s too bad. Do you miss it?”

“A lot. It seems like Kieran and I always end up spending our leave time doing work,” she noted. “What a rut. I hit the conference circuit, she goes off and scouts basketball players.”

Kieran frowned. “You take separate vacations?”

“We have the past couple of years. We’ve been married a long time, KT. It’s not like with you and Naomi, where everything is new and perfect,” Lenara said defensively. 

Kieran swam to the concrete steps and walked out of the pool, sitting on the side as the water sheeted from her t-shirt and legs. “Naomi’s and my marriage is new, but it’s far from perfect,” she replied. “We’ve had our share of trials,” she added. 

Lenara’s ire abated, and she joined Kieran poolside. “I didn’t mean to snap. It’s just that Kieran and I—well, the spark wasn’t exactly strong, the past couple of years. You know? Sometimes you just don’t feel like working at it,” she said softly, “and now I’m sorry that I’ll probably never get that chance again.”

Kieran slipped an arm around her shoulders. “Sweetie, I understand completely. When I lost my Lenara, I relived every mistake I’d made with her a million times. I would have given anything to have those moments back, to do them right,” she said sadly. “I loved her so much. She was the first woman who really validated me, made me feel worthy and wanted,” she recalled tenderly. 

Lenara leaned into her, resting against her. “When you first came, I thought you were like my Kieran,” she murmured. “But you’re not. You’re stronger, more open, more vulnerable. I wish she could meet you and take a page from your book.”

Kieran cupped her cheek in one hand, gazing into those amazing Trill eyes. “Le’sharon,” she said quietly, “Par’re cha’le’ver’on,” she said sincerely.

They stared at one another as if time had stopped, a breath from kissing each other, until suddenly it dawned on Lenara. “You speak Trill?”

“I speak a little,” Kieran replied in Lenara’s native tongue. “I’d like to learn more,” she added. “Will you speak it with me, Dre’on?”

Lenara’s eyes filled with tears. “My Kieran learned very little of my culture, of my religion,” she supplied. “Enough to perform the basic rituals, but not to truly embrace the Trill customs. She struggled with inclusive marriages, especially, and the ja’prala, of course.”

“She spoke the Be’Prem, didn’t she?” Kieran demanded, instantly protective of Lenara’s honor. 

Lenara nodded. “She did, on our wedding night.”

“Did she remember your Cha’Be’Nara?” Kieran asked, swallowing her momentary pique. 

Lenara laughed. “Sometimes,” she admitted. “Not always. She battled with the Trill calendar. I think, when she did remember, it was because Robbie reminded her,” she chuckled. “Bless her heart. She tried,” she said fondly. 

Kieran held her possessively. “Trying isn’t good enough,” she declared. “You deserve to be honored, to be cherished, and part of that is honoring your culture.”

Lenara smiled up at the taller woman. “You sound like Robin. She always scolded me for being lenient with Kieran.”

“She was right to, Lenara. You are cha’narat, wapur’on,” she asserted. 

Lenara was mesmerized by the way the syllables rolled off Kieran’s tongue. “Your diction is very good,” she complimented her, still gazing into deep brown eyes. 

Kieran had to remind herself this one someone else’s wife. She averted her eyes, shying from the temptation. “Thank you, Lenara. You flatter me.”

Lenara swallowed hard. She doubted she could keep her silence much longer. Her symbiont stirred deep in her, flooding her with encouragement, with tenderness. She jumped up. “I think I need a drink,” she announced, beating a path to the kitchen.

_______________

Kieran Wildman had convinced Lenara Kahn that they were beaming to Florida to the manatee preserve to visit Cassidy and Cameron. She programmed the coordinates into the transporter, smiling innocently. When they materialized at an unfamiliar transporter station, Lenara looked suspiciously at Kieran. 

“Come on. We’re taking a brief detour,” Kieran advised her companion, taking her hand. She lead Lenara out of the station into blazing sunshine, grinning at the group of people waiting for them.

“Happy Cha’Be’Nara!” the women chorused, gathering around to hug their friend. 

Robin Lefler burst out laughing at the shock on Lenara’s face. “I can’t believe we actually surprised you, sweetie,” she chuckled. “I thought for sure you knew Kieran and I were up to something,” she explained.

Cameron hugged Lenara next. “We never thought Kelsey would keep her mouth shut, she was so excited about this,” she tattled. 

Lenara hugged Cassidy in turn. “Where exactly are we?” she asked, not familiar with the surroundings. 

“Fiji,” Kieran laughed, delighted that Lenara was surprised. “We’re going diving for your Cha’Be’Nara,” she announced. 

Lenara gazed up at the tall woman, face filled with adoration. “You did this for me?”

“It was a group effort,” she said humbly. “You said it’s been years since you went on a dive vacation, and Robbie and I had the best time planning this.”

Lenara slipped her hand back into Kieran’s. “I don’t know what to say,” she murmured.

Robin lay a hand on her shoulder. “Say you’re ready to get wet, because the dive master is waiting for us on our boat,” she laughed. 

The Namena Reefs were a wonderland of colorful soft corals, rich in gold and purple and blazing scarlet hues. Lenara swam beside her companions, letting them point out the reef sharks prowling overhead, the barracuda, the grouper and dog-toothed tuna. Lenara felt dwarfed by all the creatures here, and she unconsciously reached for Kieran’s hand.

Kieran gave her a thumb’s up, nodding reassurance at her friend. Cassidy waved them forward, and the group followed the divemaster through a garden of towering spires of hard corals, white, pink, yellow, and orange. Lenara had forgotten how much she loved the ocean, the variety of living plants and animals there, the encompassing cold of the water, the shadows and tricks of light filtering down from the surface to the reef itself. 

Spanish mackerel undulated by the divers, followed by a gigantic manta ray, flapping along as if it were flying underwater. The divemaster took a ride on the behemoth, then rejoined the group. He took them into multiple drop offs that seemed to extend forever, the myriad of colors changing with the dwindling light from above. Lenara couldn’t remember when she had felt so alive, or so free.

Or so loved.

Cassidy Thompson was whispering to Kieran Wildman at the dinner table of the grand Namena Island Resort, explaining that she and Cameron had found a Trill chef to do the honors for Lenara’s big celebration. Kieran was impressed, and couldn’t wait to taste the genuine articles of Trill cuisine. 

Lenara sat at the head of the table, flanked by Robin on one side and Kieran on the other, drinking shots of chu’mak and laughing at every one of Robin’s jokes. Kieran was notably quiet, never taking her eyes from the Trill scientist, only occasionally speaking to Cassidy or Cameron when courtesy demanded it. Cassidy and Cameron exchanged knowing looks with one another, but Cameron had strictly forbidden Cassidy to tease Kieran. 

The pra’gache was eaten, the de’trankst savored, and the presents opened before anyone advised Lenara that they were spending the night on the island and diving an area known as “the nuggets” the next day. 

Lenara sighed happily, nearly overcome. “I have always wanted to dive there. I tried to convince Kieran to go for our fifteenth anniversary, in fact,” she sad despondently. “But you know Kieran, always busy finding some new basketball legend-to-be. Never time for much else,” she said with a hint of bitterness. 

Kieran Wildman lay her hand companionably over Lenara’s. “Well, now you can see it all. They’ve promised us a plethora of marine life, dre’cadre,” she said to appease her. 

Cassidy looked around the table, which had suddenly become quiet. She bit her lip, feeling the same guilt everyone else felt, realizing that they talked of her sister as if she were a faint memory. She cleared her throat, stood up and lifted her wine glass. “To Kieran Kahn,” she toasted her absent sister. “Never to be forgotten,” she said softly. Then she smiled at Kieran Wildman. “And to new beginnings.”

Cassidy Thompson found Kieran Wildman on the beach, seated on a blanket, basking in the light from the rising sun. She slipped up behind her, wrapping herself around the counterpart of her sister.

“Beautiful, isn’t it Kelsey?” Cassidy said against Kieran’s cheek. 

Kieran nodded. “What are you doing up at this hour?” she asked, hugging Cassidy’s arms around her own waist.

“I could ask you the same thing,” she replied. “Except I know the answer with you, because I know you like the back of my hand.”

“Oh? Enlighten me, then,” Kieran challenged, scowling.

“You’re sitting here feeling guilty because you’re not Kieran Kahn, and you think we’ve all let you replace her. And you’re feeling guilty because you love Lenara,” she pointed out. “Have you even let yourself grieve, Kieran?”

“I cried myself to sleep every night for the first three months I was here,” she admitted. “And I’ve been in therapy for most of my time here, trying to deal with the grief. Look, Cass, I love my wife. I miss her like crazy. And I miss my daughters, and my friends. But the fact is, I have to move on, and face the truth. They aren’t coming for me. This is where I live now.” She sighed. “And I should face another reality. I need to step aside and let Robin finally be with Lenara.”

Cassidy squeezed her consolingly. “Cameron and I want you to come live with us. Run the preserve with us. Mom and Dad love you like you’re their own daughter, and Cam and I love you, too, Kelsey. And don’t think we’ve let you replace our Kieran, because the two of you aren’t interchangeable. You’re very different people,” she contended.

“It’s a generous offer, Cass. I appreciate it. And I know if I leave, Lenara and Robin will be free to explore what they feel for each other. But I don’t know, I feel like I’m usurping Kieran Kahn’s life,” she said, troubled by the implications. She watched the seagulls stirring in the water, waking up. “I feel so lost. You want to shelter me, Lenara wants to shelter me—maybe what I need is to start my life over again. But the thought of never seeing any of you just leaves me spent,” she admitted. 

“No one wants you to leave—well, except maybe Robin,” Cassidy chuckled. “But that’s mostly because she doesn’t know what to make of you. Our Kieran barely tolerated her, but you embraced her like she was a long lost friend, and it flabbergasts her.”

“I don’t get that. Your Kieran—she held it against Robbie for the way they broke up?” Kieran asked.

Cassidy sighed. “That was part of it. And I guess since Kelsey is good and gone, there’s no point in keeping secrets. There’s a whole huge history there that nobody talks about. Lenara and Kieran came back from Enterprise married, about the time Robin got kicked off the Newton. Robin’s ex-husband, Mike Kirk, sent her packing in short order, and Robin apparently came looking for Kieran. Kieran was kind of a sports hero—but then, you know that, so are you—and the Academy retired her jersey in her honor. Robin had never found out Kieran married Lenara until she showed up at Kieran’s jersey retirement party, and tried to get Kieran to go back together with her. Well, of course, Kieran told her to go to hell,” Cassidy recalled. “And Robin—she—tried to kill herself,” Cassidy let it out in a long gusting sigh.

“Over Kieran?” Kieran was stunned.

“Well, not just Kieran, but over the complete mess of her life. When Kieran found out Robin had jumped off the Admin Building—”

Kieran spun in Cassidy’s arms. “She did what? Are you fucking kidding me?”

Cassidy shook her head. “I’m not. She jumped from the roof. And she lived, if you can call what was left of her alive. It took Starfleet Medical years to rehab and reconstruct her body. And Kieran was livid with her for it. Lenara, on the other hand, thought Kieran was just heartless and cruel, and Lenara went to see Robin in the hospital all the time. They got to be very close friends that way. Robin went through years of surgeries and cybernetic implants and the like. She broke about every bone in her body. She was a paraplegic, but they were able to put cybernetic relays in her legs and spine, and so she can walk.”

“Good God,” Kieran breathed. “You’d never know to look at her. Not in a million years.”

Cassidy nodded. “So our Kieran never really forgave Robin for the suicide attempt. They had a cordial working relationship at best, but they were never really friends, despite how Lenara tried to mediate the situation.”

Kieran frowned. “That seems awfully petty. I mean, my God, the woman tried to die for loving her, and she held that against her?”

Cassidy pursed her lips grimly. “There’s another reason Kieran never trusted Robbie. A good reason.”

Kieran was facing her sister, and raised her eyebrows, as if to say “What reason?”

“Look, Lenara doesn’t know I know this. Kelsey told me and made me promise never to let Lenara find out. Will you promise not to say anything?” Cassidy implored.

Kieran nodded. “I promise.”

“Robbie and Lenara nearly had an affair—or they discussed it, at one time, anyway. Kelsey found a letter Robin sent Lenara,” she explained.

“Found it, or went snooping for it?” Kieran prompted her.

“She was definitely snooping,” Cassidy admitted. “And I know that doesn’t justify it, just because she found what she was looking for. Kelsey never told Lenara or Robin what she read, but it put a huge wall between Kieran and the two of them. After that, Kieran just never was the same with Lenara. I tried to tell her it wasn’t Lenara’s fault Robin propositioned her, but Kelsey was so suspicious after that, she withdrew a lot from her marriage. Lenara still doesn’t understand that that’s why Kelsey threw herself into the basketball team, into work, into anything but the marriage. It was her defense mechanism. On some level, she believed that it was inevitable Lenara and Robin would have that affair, eventually.”

“Do you think they would have?” Kieran asked softly.

Cassidy shook her head. “I don’t. Lenara would not have done that to Kieran. She was tempted, and I know they are attracted to each other, but she chose to stay with my sister and to do the right thing by their marriage. Only with Kelsey’s history, she never felt secure after that. It was pathetic to watch—heartbreaking.” She sighed. “I know you think if you were out of the picture, Robin and Lenara would end up together, and maybe you’re right. But Kieran, I think Lenara has found in you the partner she always wanted my sister to be. I think it’s you she’s in love with, not Robbie.”

Kieran’s eyes opened wider. “She—is? Do you really think so?” she asked hopefully.

“I think if she has a lick of sense she is,” Cassidy chuckled at Kieran’s obviousness. “I think you need to find out, Kels. If she’s not, come live with Cam and I. Okay?”

Kieran considered, then nodded slowly. “If you’re sure Cameron’s okay with it, then I will,” she agreed. 

“I know for a fact Cameron would be thrilled to have help at the preserve, and she is so relieved to have you in our lives,” Cassidy assured her.

“Relieved?” Kieran was puzzled.

“Hell yeah. I stopped bawling about missing Kieran when you came along, and she likes you a lot better than our Kieran,” she laughed.

Kieran touched Cassidy’s cheek, stroking it with her thumb. “I don’t think I could have gotten through this if you hadn’t been here, Cass. I truly don’t,” she said gently, studying deep green eyes. “I look at you, and as much as it hurts to have lost my life back home, I still hope they never come for me.”

Cassidy leaned her head against Kieran’s, sighing. “I know I should want her to come back. And I do, but—damn, I love you, Kels,” she admitted. 

“Honey,” Kieran said through the catch in her throat, “I love you too.”

Cassidy laughed. “Clear around the world?”

“Clear around every world,” she replied.

“More than basketball?” Cassidy teased.

“More than basketball,” Kieran agreed. 

Cassidy waggled her eyebrows. “More than the soft brown chevron on Lenara’s throat? The one that’s right here?” she asked, touching the hollow of Kieran’s neck.

Kieran laughed. “Now you’re pushing your luck, Sundance,” she said playfully, tickling Cassidy’s ribs lightly. 

Cassidy grinned triumphantly. “I knew it. You DO love her.”

Kieran smiled sheepishly. “Yeah. Like breathing, kiddo.”

_______________

Jenny Calvert and Emily Kahn helped Kit Wildman cram for her final exams, getting her up to speed on everything she had missed in the classes they shared. Other classmates volunteered to tutor her and share notes from the classes she had skipped or abandoned altogether. Kit was looking better, though she had lost too much weight to look normal. She paid more attention to her appearance, at least, and forced herself to get her head back in school. The antidepressant medication helped. She had stopped fighting taking it when Naomi had admitted she herself was on it. Kit spent more time with Naomi than anyone, if only to make sure she kept her promise to Kieran to care for her adoptive mother. 

Finals ended, and everyone decided to stay in San Francisco, instead of going to Indiana for Christmas. They were putting the finishing touches on the revamped calculations, testing models, working feverishly to prevent any further mishaps on the next rescue attempt. 

The Tesla coils were slated for late February completion, and the rescue mission would commence the second the coils were off the production line. The Wildman home became the central command for the planning, and the whole semester, Naomi, Kit, Jenny, Lenara, and Robin worked over the details of the mission. Enterprise was first to volunteer to assist, and the arrangements were in place. They had only to wait for the Tesla coils to try to retrieve Kieran Wildman.

_________________

Kieran Wildman had been living with Lenara Kahn for six months, and still, she had said nothing. Her courage failed every time she thought to speak her heart, a flicker of home stopping her words, a memory of Naomi, a mental snapshot of Kit. Kieran tried to see what Cassidy saw, tried to imagine that Lenara loved her, but she simply did not see it.

Robin Lefler was a regular guest at Lenara’s, and the three women spent many nights going to the movies, trying new restaurants, dancing, perusing museums and shops. Kieran adored Robin, but Robin’s feelings for Lenara were painfully obvious to the Commander. One night the threesome went clubbing, and as Kieran watched Lenara and Robin dancing together, it finally occurred to her that they were humoring her, that she was the third wheel, and Lenara was simply too considerate to push her out the door. Kieran resolved to take Cassidy and Cameron’s offer, to move to Florida and help run the manatee preserve. She had been released from medical care, and there was no excuse to stay with Lenara any longer.

When the couple came off the dance floor, Kieran was staring at them with a sappy smile on her face. 

“KT,” Robin nudged her, “what’s on your mind?” she asked.

“Robbie,” Kieran kissed her cheek. “You two dancing, it’s just—cha’mir,” she lapsed into Trill. “I think I’ll call it a night and leave you two alone,” she added, turning to finish her drink.

Lenara grabbed her wrist. “Oh, no you don’t. You owe me a dance, kadicadrejir,” she insisted, tugging Kieran out onto the floor.

Kieran laughed but let herself be dragged along. “Nara,” she scolded, “don’t you think Robbie is tired of me tagging along?” she asked, a hint of amusement in her deep brown eyes.

“You’re not tagging along—we invited her to come with us,” she protested, sliding her arms around Kieran’s neck.

“Le’sharon,” Kieran closed her eyes against the rush of desire that flooded her every time Lenara was in her arms, “I have to tell you something.”

Lenara gazed up at her, heart thundering, hoping. “Tell me what, cha’on?”

Kieran swallowed hard, trying to find her voice. “Be’thal, you are so good and so kind to me. But I’ve been with you half a year, and I shouldn’t keep putting this off. Cassidy and Cameron want me to live with them in Florida, help them run the manatee preserve. It’s where I belong, wapur’shar’on.”

Lenara fought herself to hide how hurt she was. She nodded slowly. “Of course you’d want to be with your sister,” she acknowledged, forcing a smile. “I’ve been selfishly keeping you here,” she berated herself. She sighed only slightly, throat aching with unspoken need. “When will you be going?” she asked, her vallette darkening with sadness.

“In the morning,” Kieran decided. “That way you’ll have the whole weekend to clean the stench of me from your home,” she teased. “And Robbie can finally have you to herself.”

Lenara blanched. “Robin will miss you just as much as I will,” she contended defensively. She suddenly couldn’t bear the nearness of Kieran’s body. “I’m—tired, dre’on. I think I’d like to go home.”

“Of course,” Kieran stepped out of her arms, smiling. “I’ll settle the tab and we’ll be on our way. Would you like me to call a transport?”

Lenara nodded. “I don’t feel like walking,” she agreed.

Kieran slept in the guest room across the hall from Lenara, and most nights laid awake listening to the Trill’s breathing. She wanted to be with her, holding her, making love to her, but her confusion kept her a room apart from the Trill. Lenara had looked at her with such longing when Kieran had told the Trill she was leaving that it made Kieran’s breath catch. They had returned to the house in silence, dazed, disconnected, both hands gripping their own sense of propriety with barely a word of goodnight for Robin.

Kieran was just about to turn out the light in her room when she heard an unfamiliar sound across the hall. She stopped to listen carefully, the sound repeating louder, more rhythmically. Lenara was crying. Without hesitation, Kieran leapt out of bed and went to her, crawling into bed beside her. 

“Nara, what is it?” she whispered, kissing her forehead. “Talk to me, honey,” she begged.

Lenara clutched at Kieran’s pajama top, balling the fabric in her fist. “She was pregnant,” she sobbed, finally voicing her misery. “We were having a little girl.”

“Oh, Lenara.” Kieran held her firmly, trying to console her. “I’m so sorry.” She cradled her tenderly. “I didn’t know. Why didn’t you tell me before?”

“I just couldn’t even talk about it,” she gasped. “I was so grateful she was willing to carry a baby, because I can’t,” she cried softly against Kieran’s shoulder. “The baby would have been born by now. Except I can’t feel Kieran, anymore, KT. Not since the first day of the accident. I don’t think either of them survived.”

“Nara,” Kieran tightened her embrace, “I’m sorry, honey. I’ve got you, now. Let it go.”

And Lenara did let it go, crying miserably, clinging to Kieran, the only floating object in a sea of nothingness.

“Pria shar thala? Pria eret sharumoy thala skay’unaf?” she sobbed. “Why do you want to leave me?”

Kieran moved over her, careful not to crush her, peering into those incredible gray blue eyes. “Lenara, listen to me. I do not want to leave you. Not now, not ever. But I know if I stay here much longer, I’m going to have to make love to you, or go insane. I want you so much, I can barely function. I love you, Lenara. And I know you don’t want to hear that from me. So I need to go, before I can’t survive losing you again,” she confessed.

Lenara peered up at her, heart thundering in her chest, body yearning. “I love you, too,” she gasped, kissing Kieran with bruising intensity. “All I have wanted to hear from you is that you want me as much as I want you,” she whispered against Kieran’s throat, her lips insistent and passionate. 

Kieran arched against her lips, the rush of desire asserting itself immediately. “Oh, Lenara,” she breathed, “I need you so much.” She captured her kiss, exploring her mouth fiercely, aching for the nearness of her. 

Their first joining was frantic and desperate in its greed, a clutching, clinging passion to assure themselves of one another, clothing torn away and thrown aside, bodies thrusting and penetrating and urgent as they asserted their union. Kieran had not known such forcefulness since B'Elanna Torres, and she was startled at the depth of her own aggression, but more so by Lenara’s. The Trill had always been delicate in her lovemaking, always gentle. This Lenara was fiery and vocal and needful in ways Kieran could not fathom. 

When the first intimacy reached its climax, they cried together, all ferocity spent and resolving to incredible tenderness. They made love again, this time with the careful and considerate gentleness that characterized their day to day interaction, each woman aware of how frenetic the first taste had been, mindful of the need to express love as much as need and possession. They made love for hours, exploring each other, discovering each other, relearning what for Lenara had been six months of forgotten desire, and for Kieran, fifteen years.

Lenara canceled her weekend appointments, needing the cocoon they had established in the night, unwilling to leave it so soon after its creation. They stayed in bed all morning and well into the afternoon, until hunger drove them to do something about replenishing their strength.  They ate in bed, feeding each other, then making love again.

Kieran lay on her back, holding Lenara against her chest, wanting to absorb her completely so they would never be apart again. “I’ve lost you so many times, my love,” she murmured against the Trill’s temple. “I never want to lose you again.”

Lenara sank into her embrace. “Nor I, you. But if they come for you, promise me, you’ll still go back. Your Kit needs you. And I need my daughter. Promise me, Kieran.”

Kieran swallowed hard. “I promise, honey. But if they haven’t come for me a year from now, will you let me carry a child for us? I do not want you to miss the chance of having a family, because my blundering friends and I took your wife and baby from you with our miserable experiment.”

“Kieran,” Lenara kissed her tenderly, “my love,” she whispered, eyes full, “we cannot have a child together. As much as I want that, and as much as I want that with you, what would we do if we had a baby together, and then they came for you?”

“If they come for me, I’ll kiss you both goodbye, and you will at least have our child,” Kieran vowed. “It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve given up a child for its own good.”

“You would do that for me? Bear our child and be willing to sacrifice her for me? You love me that much?” She was astonished.

“My beautiful Lenara,” she breathed her skin, her hair, her essence, “I love you beyond words, beyond feeling, beyond the limits of time and space. I would do anything for you. Including that.”

They awoke in the gray light before dawn, tangled intimately, drowsy from hours in bed, smiling into gentle kisses and whispered intimacies. Kieran Wildman watched as Lenara crept to the ensuite to relieve herself. 

A glimmer of light struck Kieran’s hand, and she noticed the wedding rings on her finger, rings bearing stones from Qian, rings representing a life completely lost. She consciously removed them and put them in a drawer of the nightstand. She reached for the necklace at her throat, unclasping the lobster claw closure, and laid that away as well. She said goodbye to Naomi Wildman in her heart, knowing the rescue would never come to pass. Kieran had no way of knowing that on her former side of the wormhole, only two weeks had passed. In her mind, too much time had elapsed without a word. For whatever reason, her life with Naomi was over. Not all worlds have the same constant.

Lenara came back to bed, sliding beneath the covers and onto Kieran’s body. “You feel amazing,” she told the taller woman. “My Kieran—well she isn’t as—gifted as you,” she blushed.

Kieran laughed. “She married you very young. I had a lot of lovers between the time you and I got engaged and now. I hope I learned something useful from each of them.”

“You’ve apparently learned a lot of useful things,” she flirted.

Kieran hugged her close, sighing with happiness. “I love you, Lenara. I feel like I’ve finally come home.” She kissed her temple, lips brushing lightly over the Trill markings. “What will we ever tell your friends, Kieran’s parents? How will they ever accept us together?”

Lenara considered momentarily. “Robbie won’t have a problem with it. She will get it, completely. Kit is another story. I’m afraid my daughter is rather—idealistic about love. But she will love me, no matter what. I suppose your parents—Kieran Kahn’s parents, I mean, will either accept you as their Kieran, or decide that you are not and never can be a substitute, and they will no longer have a relationship with either of us. I really can’t predict it.”

“Would you rather not go public? Because I would understand that, Nara,” she said sympathetically.

“I think for now, I’d rather not say anything. But a year is a respectable amount of time to wait, so in six months, if you haven’t been rescued, we’ll tell everyone. Besides, if we really are going to have a family, we’ll have to say something eventually.”

“How will it work, legally? If I want to marry you, do we have to get your marriage to Kieran dissolved first? Is she automatically declared dead after a certain amount of time?”

“I have no idea. Robbie’s uncle is a lawyer. He can find out for us. Why don’t we tell her, and only her, and let her find out what we’re up against. Is that okay?”

“It’s fine with me. Only I think Robbie may decide to kill me, over this. She loves you, you know,” Kieran pointed out.

Lenara smirked. “She does not. She’s celibate,” she laughed.

“Yes, she is, and I know why. Because she’s in love with Kieran Kahn’s wife. I’m not teasing you. I know Robin Lefler, and I know the look she gets when she’s totally in love. She gets that look every time she’s with you, Nara. She’s celibate because she knows there’s nobody else she wants and she can’t have you,” Kieran asserted, smoothing her hand over the pillow. 

“You’re serious,” Lenara stated flatly. “You really believe that?”

“I don’t believe it, I know it,” Kieran replied confidently. “Do you have feelings for her, too?” she asked softly.

“I did, once,” Lenara admitted. “Long before you came through that wormhole. Robin and I—we talked about having an affair. But neither of us could betray Kieran that way. We wanted to try to make Kieran see that the three of us really belonged together—all of us. But we knew Kieran would not be receptive to the idea, given how she feels about Robin. So we never made a proposal to her. Robin and I made a pact never to discuss it again.”

“Funny,” Kieran hugged Lenara to her. “Naomi and I wanted to have a relationship with you and Robin, and Robin was the one that wasn’t receptive. I pitched the idea to Robbie the night before we tested our exotic matter generators. Naomi is very much in love with Lenara, and Lenara loves her, too. But Robbie is too closed minded to see the potential. God love her, she thinks if she closes her eyes and pretends Naomi and Lenara aren’t in love, that it will magically resolve itself. And I look at them and wonder how long it will be until they decide they don’t care what Robbie wants, anymore, because they have to have each other.”

Lenara propped herself up on her arms, gazing at her lover. “I thought you were so much like her, but you’re really not. I’m ashamed to say it, but it’s refreshing. I can’t imagine my Kieran ever thinking it’s okay for her wife to be in love with someone else,” she laughed.

Kieran smiled fondly, thinking of Naomi and Lenara. “What choice did I have but to accept it? The love between them is palpable. And how can I blame either of them, when I love them both as much as they love each other? I hope Naomi gets what she wants, without it devastating Robbie. But I think one way or another, Lenara will not be able to resist Naomi forever. She’s a gorgeous woman, my wife. And she and Lenara just click together. So do Robbie and I, and we could just as easily trade partners and have it all work out fine. Except I would miss Na too much,” she said thoughtfully. Then realizing how insensitive she must sound, she touched Lenara’s face. “I’m sorry, babbling on about them. This is all so confusing, and so much emotion to process, Nara.”

“I understand, I truly do. I know I talk about my Kieran all the time, and it must drive you to distraction,” she apologized, kissing her gently.

“Not really. It’s like—we have to process it, somehow, and the only people we can do it with is each other. Nobody else has a clue what this feels like. I’m not threatened by your memories of her, if that’s what you’re afraid of,” Kieran assured her lover.

“I was afraid of that, but I’m glad you’re not. I don’t feel threatened by your talking about Naomi, either. I’m glad you feel you can. I think the more honestly we communicate, the better off we’ll be,” she decided. Lenara thought for a long while. “You know, we have to tell Cassidy and Cameron. They’ve been harping on me for the longest time to admit to you how I feel,” she said softly.

Kieran laughed heartily. “Damn them both to hell,” she giggled. “They’ve been doing the same thing to me. Why the hell didn’t they just tell me they knew for a fact you were in love with me? It would have simplified things tremendously,” she griped good-naturedly.

Lenara joined her in laughing. “I’m going to cuss them both,” she vowed. “Actually, they’ll be very happy for us, you know.” 

“Yeah, they will. And as much as I love being in bed with you finally, I need to eat something besides you,” she teased the Trill. “So let’s get up and get showered. I want to go to Eggington’s, if you have that restaurant in this dimension.”

Lenara nodded. “Kieran and I go there almost every Sunday. She loves their wheat germ and peach pancakes,” she smiled.

“That’s my favorite, too,” Kieran agreed. “Shall we hail Robbie and see if she wants to meet us? We can ask her to contact her uncle.”

Lenara nodded, grinning. “That’s a good idea.”

“Just don’t tell her you’re fair game because your new lover is open minded or anything, Nara,” Kieran teased, caressing her face. “I might have to go into a jealous rage,” she laughed.  

__________________

Cassidy Thompson heaved herself out of the manatee holding pen, shaking the salt water from her hair. She flopped onto the pier with a thump, and gave Cameron a hand up, smiling at her.

The pier shook with the footfalls of Kieran Wildman and Lenara Kahn, and Cassidy jumped up to greet them.

“Kelsey!” she hollered, running as if to hug Kieran.

“Damn you, Cass, don’t you dare,” Kieran stiff-armed her, laughing. “You’re soaking wet, you nimrod.”

Cassidy laughed at her sister, sticking her tongue out. “What brings you to Naples?” she asked, smiling at Lenara.  Cameron joined them, equally curious as to the unannounced visit.

Lenara crossed her arms, feigning annoyance. “We’ve got a bone to pick with the two of you,” she said menacingly. 

Cassidy and Cameron exchanged worried looks. “Uh—what’d we do?” Cameron ventured.

“Try this—you let the two of us stumble around in the dark with our feelings about each other, without once validating for the other that there was anything going on,” Kieran accused, scowling at her sister. “Lenara and I could have been together a lot sooner if either of you had said something,” she scolded. 

Cassidy took Cameron’s hand. “Come on, honey. This where we make our get away,” she conspired, diving back into the manatee preserve. Cameron followed suit, adjusting her rebreather in mid-dive.

“I can wait until your air runs out, Cassidy,” Kieran shouted after them, stamping her foot on the dock. 

The two women surfaced momentarily, grinning and spitting out their air devices. “If I had said a word, Kels, you would’ve just accused me of meddling,” she pleaded her case. “And you guys figured it out, didn’t you?” she climbed the ladder out of the water and reached down again to help Cameron. 

Lenara smiled up at Kieran, slipping her hand into her partner’s. “We did,” she said happily. “No thanks to you two.”

Kieran stooped to kiss Lenara briefly. “Who needs them?” she decided. “Let’s go home.”

Cameron and Cassidy exchanged looks. “Hey, wait a minute. Don’t we even get to take you out to celebrate?” Cassidy shouted as they walked away.  

The two women ignored them, grinning at each other. “Let them sweat,” Kieran said quietly. 

“KELSEY!” Cassidy cried out. “Damn it,” she swore, running after them. “Come on you guys, we were trying to mind our own business,” she explained, genuinely worried now. 

Kieran winked at Lenara and they turned back around. “Yeah. You were probably right not to say anything,” Kieran agreed. “So where are we having dinner?” She laughed at the look of relief on Cassidy’s face. 

“You just remember this, Kieran Kelsey,” Cassidy predicted darkly. “Yanking my chain is a revenge-justifiable offense.”

Kieran kissed her cheek. “I love you, kiddo. Go get showered. You smell like low-tide.”

_____________________

Robin Lefler let Kieran Wildman in the front door of her house, smiling at her. “Tell me again what it is you need to look for?” she asked her tall friend.

Kieran hugged Robin hello. “A place setting for the feast of the Be’Prem,” she explained. “If I look for them on my own workstation, Lenara will know what I’m up to. I want this ceremony to be a complete surprise for her.”

Robin seated Kieran at her workstation, watching her do a catalogue search. “You guys aren’t getting married for months. Why buy this stuff right now?” she asked.

Kieran smiled up at her from the office chair. “I want to speak the Be’Prem with her now. I don’t want to wait until we can be legally married to be spiritually bonded with her. Besides, she won’t be expecting it, now. If I wait, she’ll expect it on our wedding night,” she continued. “Here they are,” she muttered, pulling up the view. 

Robin regarded her with a discerning eye. “KT, can I ask you something?” 

Kieran spun in the chair, facing the Counselor. “Of course.”

“Your Robin,” she began, “did she ever try to reconcile with you, after she married Mike Kirk?”

Kieran knew this was going to be an involved conversation. She reached for Robin’s hand and led her to the couch, pulling them down side by side. “Yes, she did. She asked me for a second chance, and I said no. I got engaged to Lenara the same night.”

“How did she—your Robin—react?” she skirted the boundaries of her own history.

“She told me she took it very badly, and was very depressed. She went to the Mars Planetia shipyards after that. But she didn’t jump off the Admin building, if that’s what you’re asking,” Kieran said softly, squeezing Robin’s hand.

“You know about that? Lenara told you?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

“Cassidy told me, Robbie,” she admitted. “I am so sorry you were hurting that badly, honey.”

Robin looked up, startled. “You—Kieran Kahn—she got so angry with me when she found out. She actually came to the hospital and told me off. Like I needed that.”

“And you expected me to do the same? What would that accomplish, Robs?” Kieran asked sincerely. “Why make you feel worse over something you most likely regret already? I admire your courage in recovering from the aftermath,” she said warmly. “Truly.” She thought about it awhile longer. “That other Kieran—I’m not her, Robbie. I love you. I think you’re a wonderful woman, and not at all like the person I was engaged to.”

Robin smiled ruefully. “Don’t canonize me, Kieran. I’m a lot more like the woman you almost married than you’ll ever know,” she admitted, guilt coloring her features.

“Because you and Lenara contemplated an affair? Because you flirted and fantasized and stole a couple of kisses?” Kieran chuckled. “Given the animosity between you and Kieran Kahn, I totally understand that, Robbie. I’m sure you felt you were a better partner for Lenara than Kieran was. I’m inclined to second that emotion,” she said with a neutral expression. 

Robin was stunned. “You are?”

“Look, Kieran Kahn isn’t someone I would ever pick for Lenara, from what I know of her. I grant you, it isn’t much, and I’m in no position to judge. But I trust you and I trust your judgment, and if you believed she was bad for Lenara, and you were a better choice, I’ll accept your word on that. It sounds to me like she never worked through any of her hang-ups over P’Arth, or you, and like she carried that baggage right into her marriage with Lenara. And it doesn’t sound to me like she made Lenara very happy—certainly, she didn’t treat her like the treasure that she is. She didn’t appreciate what she had, not nearly enough.”

“Meaning?” Robin was intrigued at Kieran’s insight.

“For example, children. Kieran Kahn didn’t want them, just like I didn’t when I met Lenara. But I had the experience of knowing Naomi Wildman, and I learned to love kids. I would like to think, if I had actually married Lenara, I would not have deprived her of the family she wanted simply out of my own selfishness. But Kieran Kahn made Lenara wait so long, she was almost too old to successfully carry a child. And I suspect, from what Lenara has said, Kieran only agreed because she was afraid she’d lose Lenara if she didn’t agree,” Kieran said darkly, resenting the woman who had, in her estimation, mistreated her Be’thal. Kieran sighed, reached for Robin and pulled her into a firm embrace. “Robbie,” she said softly, “moral issues aside, I wish Lenara had had that affair with you, and left Kieran Kahn. I think she’d have been much happier that way.”

Robin snuggled under Kieran’s arm, leaning her head against her chest. “Thank you for validating that,” she said softly, enjoying the nearness of her friend. “I haven’t ever seen Nara happier than she is with you, KT. And I totally understand why. You’re like the Kieran I fell in love with, only more grown up and secure in yourself. You’re the kind of woman that would be worth jumping off a building for.”

Kieran threw back her head and laughed. “Yeah? Well, keep your feet on the sidewalk, sweetie. You’re gorgeous, and a squashed version of you just wouldn’t do a thing for me,” she teased. 

Robin smiled up at her. “Are you flirting with me?”

“Not me,” Kieran feigned indignity. “Let me finish my catalogue order, and then let’s go take Lenara out to dinner.” 

“KT,” Robin protested, “you’re engaged to the woman. Don’t you think you ought to spend some time alone with her?”

Kieran smirked. “Don’t tell me you’re sick of us, Robbie.”

“I love you both,” Robin said honestly. “But you don’t have to invite me everywhere.”

“I know. But see, Robs, we love you, too. And we love having you around. So are you hungry, or not?” Kieran laughed at her puzzled expression.

__________________

Lenara Kahn slipped in the front door, sniffing the air for the scent of dinner. “Kieran?” she called out. “I’m home.”

There was no answer. She ducked her head inside the kitchen, but Kieran wasn’t there, and there was no meal. “That’s odd,” Lenara muttered. Kieran always had dinner ready unless they’d made plans ahead of time. She tread lightly up the staircase, following the faint strains of music.

Kieran was waiting for her in the bathtub. “Hello, Be’thal,” she said softly. “I decided to join you for once.” She held out her hands in silent invitation.

Lenara dropped her briefcase in the floor, shedding clothes as quickly as her fingers would fly, and sliding into the steaming water. “You have no idea how many times I wanted to ask you to,” Lenara said throatily, kissing Kieran hello.

“Tell me how many,” Kieran requested, kissing her tenderly, lips brushing over the vallette of her shoulders.

Lenara sighed. “Too many to count, cha’malar’on,” she said with a shudder. “And I’ve been thinking about making love with you all day long,” she added, cupping the back of Kieran’s head. 

“Then let me make the thought real,” she whispered. “My beautiful Lenara,” she could barely get the words out for her emotion, “I am conquered,” she said in Trill, tracing the outline of Lenara’s markings with her fingertips.

“Wunjor,” Lenara breathed, “you are the conqueror.” She let Kieran turn her body so that she was facing out from Kieran, resting against her as if the larger woman were an easy chair. “I love when you hold me like this,” she said quietly.

Kieran nuzzled her shoulders, inciting her desire with practiced patience. “Pria, cha’on?” she whispered over Lenara’s sensitive skin, letting her breath ghost over the vallette.

“Why?” Lenara had to school herself to voice a coherent answer. “Because I love to watch your hands on my body,” she admitted, “the way you touch my markings. Your hands are so expressive, so exquisitely gentle,” she explained, eyes fixed on Kieran’s caress. “The way you cradle my breasts, the way you—do that—” she gasped as Kieran kissed the back of her neck, nipping at the dark geometric designs there. 

“Lenara,” Kieran said softly, “I need to understand something. When I was lovers with my Lenara,” she began, “we—negotiated, more or less, the timbre, the cadence of our sexual relationship.” She let her fingers skate up the back of Lenara’s shoulders, listening to her breathing change. “What I mean to say is, Trill are so painstaking in their lovemaking, and the encounters are so lengthy and gradual, while humans are much more abbreviated in their approach. I need to know how to meet your needs best. If you want every time to be like when we spoke the Be’Prem, then that’s how we’ll set the tone.”

Lenara smiled. “Is that how you were lovers with your Lenara, Be’thal? Did you always take hours and hours?”

“Rarely,” Kieran admitted. “And I always wondered if I disappointed her, because we made love more like humans do—frequently, but much more briefly than Trill ever would. She said she was satisfied with it that way, but I don’t want to make any assumptions with you.”

Lenara turned in her arms, kissing her passionately. “Do I usually seem like I want to wait for the sunrise before I take my release from you?” she asked, amused.

Kieran swallowed hard. “No. You seem much more urgent in your needs, most of the time.”

Lenara fondled Kieran’s nipples, watching her reaction, the way her eyes closed involuntarily, head dropping back to the wall, her breath suddenly sucked in. “And do you want me to tease you until morning, shar mezdajir?”

Kieran watched Lenara’s tongue dancing over her breasts, mesmerized. “Sometimes I might,” she smiled at her lover, “but I admit to my own weakness where you’re concerned.” She lifted Lenara’s chin, making the Trill meet her gaze. “Lenara,” she groaned faintly, “I don’t want to disappoint you with my impatience.”

Lenara kissed her again, exploring her lips with delicate flutters of her tongue. “You have always been perfection in my bed,” she assured her, “and I am much more impatient than you, my love. I rarely have the fortitude to make love like a Trill, and I have partnered with humans for so long, my appetites are much more like yours than my own species’. But since you’ve asked,” she rested her face against Kieran’s breasts, heart full and open, “on special occasions, like the Cha’Be’Nara, or the high holy days, such as the Tremu Mak’ala it would be wonderful to undertake the ritual lovemaking. I know it is exhausting, and I would not ask it very often of anyone. And truthfully, I usually prefer more frequent and shorter encounters.”

Kieran held her gingerly, kissing her hair. “Be’thal,” she breathed as Lenara’s lips encircled her left nipple, “I want you to ask it of me anytime you wish.”

“I will,” she agreed. “And you do the same.” She sealed the promise with a searing kiss, her body yearning for what they had been discussing. “Will you take me to bed now?” she asked in Trill.

Kieran’s voice was gone, supplanted by her intense desire. She nodded, and helped Lenara out of the bathtub. She trailed her finger over the chevron at Lenara’s temple, thinking the Trill was the most desirable woman she could imagine.

“Give yourself to me, Lenara,” she made the ritual overture, caressing the vallette as they faded in response to the request.

“Par’de sharu,” Lenara replied, lifting her lips to Kieran’s. 

As they kissed, Lenara pulled Kieran in the direction of their bed, urging her with soft sighs and subtle touches, all intended to inflame her deeper passions. Kieran supposed that in any dimension, her desires were the same, because Lenara knew her body perfectly, understood her response intimately. She knew which words to use, when to pursue, and when to retreat. 

Without realizing they had moved, Kieran was suddenly on her back with Lenara’s hands planted on her chest, and Lenara’s elegant body draped over her own. “Le’cha’veron,” Kieran gasped as she felt the intrusion of Lenara’s thigh between her legs, “par’de kadije,” she said solemnly. She gathered the Trill into her arms, kissing her fervently, letting her hands cradle the hollow of Lenara’s back, her fingertips glancing over the Trill patterns there. Lenara arched against her, suspended on outstretched arms above her, gold-brown hair falling around their kisses. 

“Touch me,” Lenara said in Kieran’s ear, breathing heavily. She bit the fleshy lobe of Kieran’s ear, tugging it with her teeth. “Please, Kieran,” she moaned, knowing her entreaty would bring her lover to a piercing need. 

Kieran slipped her hand between Lenara’s legs, fondling her, caressing the vallette of her inner thighs gently, teasing. Lenara gave her a penetrating look. “You know that’s not what I meant,” she growled playfully, determined to give Kieran an equal measure of taunting. She crawled down the length of Kieran’s torso, suckling her breasts along the way, then parting her legs with insistent hands. She took Kieran’s sex in her mouth, nuzzling, licking gently, then pulling away. Kieran groaned in frustration. 

“Point taken,” she conceded, panting. “Lenara,” she reached for her, “come here,” she asked heatedly. 

Lenara crept back up the bed, insinuating herself into Kieran’s embrace, smiling. “I love you, Be’thal,” she assured her. 

“And I love you,” Kieran replied, reaching between her buttocks, stroking the vallette there. Lenara shivered, gasping at the caress, trembling beneath Kieran’s touch. Kieran pressed into both openings at once. The fluid motion made Lenara cry out sharply, the sound swallowed up in Kieran’s kiss. 

Lenara rearranged herself so that she could touch Kieran simultaneously, and they moved in tandem, creating friction and heat against one another. Their eyes locked, searching souls, bodies shaking with need as they climaxed within seconds of one another. Lenara lay in Kieran's arms, fingers still inside her lover, waves of pleasure subsiding gradually. Kieran eased her fingers free of Lenara’s passages, cradling her tender buttocks, mind overloaded with the decreasing heat.

Lenara raised up on her elbows, peering down at her beloved. “Sometimes,” she said, awed, “I just need you to be immediate about loving me. And that’s okay. Being with you is what matters, not how long it takes.” She kissed Kieran sweetly, loving the feel of her lips. “Besides,” she laughed melodically, “every single time it’s different, with you.”

Kieran smiled, fighting tears. “It is different every time,” she agreed. “But it’s always great,” she grinned at her lover. 

__________________

Kieran Wildman and Lenara Kahn did not make their relationship public until Kieran Kahn had been missing a year. By the time they admitted the fact, everyone already knew, and no one seemed surprised by it at all. Once the news was common knowledge, the distance that had separated the Thompson family from Lenara Kahn disappeared, and the families were once again close. Everyone seemed to accept that Kieran Kahn was gone for good, and there was nothing to do but welcome Kieran Wildman with open arms. 

Robin’s uncle handled all the legalities, and Kieran and Lenara were married three months after they told their friends and family about their relationship. To avoid any further confusion, Kieran changed her name back to Thompson, and Lenara took her name, so that the legal entity of Kieran and Lenara Kahn ceased to exist. Six months after they were married, as promised, Kieran was inseminated. In a sentimental effort to preserve some of Kieran Kahn’s identity, Gerry Thompson donated sperm, and a portion of Kieran Kahn’s genetic endowment was incorporated into the fertilization process, along with Kieran Thompson and Lenara Kahn’s. Gerry’s contribution was a Y chromosome, and the Thompsons conceived a little boy, whom they promptly decided to name Gerald Bejal. 

Kieran and Lenara were deliriously happy over the pregnancy, and since Kieran Thompson was a good deal younger than Kieran Kahn had been, none of the risk factors were an issue. 

Robin Lefler was much closer to Kieran Thompson than she ever had been to Kieran Kahn, primarily because Kieran Thompson trusted her, and bore no animosity toward Robin for their past. Robin continued to carry a very prominent torch for Lenara, and Kieran talked openly with her wife about it. They decided that after the baby came, they would finally approach Robin, and determine how much a part of their life she really wanted to be, because neither woman could stand to see her so isolated and so in love and lonely in that love.

______________

“Kit,” Kieran tried to console the newly promoted Captain, “honey, stop pacing. It won’t help,” she admonished gently. 

“I can’t help it, Mom—er—Kieran,” she corrected herself. “Damn—you look so much like her, I‘m sorry—it’s just, I’m scared,” she admitted.

Kieran and Lenara enfolded her in warm arms. “Dre’cadre,” Lenara murmured to her daughter, “the doctors are doing everything they can.”

“I want to be in there with her, with both of them,” Kit sounded near panic. She broke down then, sobbing, throwing her arms around Kieran Thompson. “What if she dies?” she gasped.

“Baby,” Kieran smoothed the spikes of Kit’s hair, “she is not going to die. No way. We just have to be patient.” Kieran held her close, letting her cry. “It’s all right, love. Just awhile longer,” she soothed the Captain’s nerves. 

Lenara stood behind them, rubbing Kit’s back. “Naomi is strong, Kit,” she assured her daughter. “I know hemorrhaging sounds bad, but they’re on top of this situation, and the baby is fine,” she reminded her.  

Samantha Wildman came bursting through the doors of the maternity ward, looking frantic. “Kit,” she grabbed her daughter-in-law, spinning her around to face her. “Tell me what’s happening.”

“Naomi’s uterus perforated during delivery,” Kit said, gulping air. “They can’t stop the bleeding,” she added. 

“The baby?” Samantha held Kit’s face in her hands, kissing her forehead to comfort her.

“She’s doing well. Noell Lenara,” Kit supplied the child’s name. “Sam, I’m so sorry,” she began, her face a mask of misery.

“Sweetheart,” Samantha hugged her close, “Naomi knew the risks. She accepted them freely, and this is not your fault.” She smiled at the young woman, trying for some levity. “Or should I call you Sir, instead of sweetheart, now?”

Kit managed a weak smile. “I’ll let you know when I want to pull rank, Lieutenant,” she joked. 

“Have they told you what ship you’re going to yet?” Samantha tried to distract her from her fear.

“I’m getting the Resnick,” Kit replied, beaming with a burst of pride. “Can you believe it? A Supremacy Class ship for my first command,” she said appreciatively.

Kieran clapped her on the shoulder. “We’re all proud, but you deserve this, Kittner. You look damned good in those pips, too.” She ran her finger over the four gold fobs. 

Just then the obstetrician emerged from the operating theater, wiping his brow. “Captain Wildman,” he addressed Kit, “your wife would like very much to see you, now.”

Kit smiled with relief. “She’s going to be okay?” 

“Fine, but I’m afraid this is the last child she’ll ever carry. And she is going to need a lot of rest,” he instructed.

“No problem,” Kit agreed, turning to enter the delivery area.

“Am I too late?” asked a familiar voice.

Kieran spun around, her throat instantly tight. Seven of Nine was reaching for Samantha Wildman, hugging her.  “I came as soon as I could,” the former Borg explained. 

Kieran stared openly at Seven, her heart aching at the sight of the lovely Borg, who had not aged a day since leaving the collective. She listened to the women as they brought Seven up to speed, watched the Borg nodding her head in understanding. 

Kieran did not realize she was crying.
______________

Samantha Wildman flitted about the house like a dragonfly, at Naomi’s side every time she groaned or moved. It was peculiar for Kieran to see her former wife’s facial expressions and mannerisms in someone else. Naomi tried to overcome her sense of discomfort with Kieran, but she couldn’t quite open up to the woman who had been married to a different version of herself.

Kieran busied herself watching after little Annie, while Samantha, Kit, and Lenara hovered over Naomi and Noell. Seven of Nine helped Kieran with Annie, short for Annika, who was named for Seven.

Seven surreptitiously glanced at Kieran, who was helping Annie build a fortress of epic proportions in the living room floor. Annie would stack the blocks high, then knock them down, giggling when Kieran cried out “Oh no! Monster Annie is destroying the city!”

Seven smiled, watching them play together. “I’m not sure which of you is enjoying this more,” she commented dryly. 

Kieran looked at her then, her expression haunted and hungry. “Lenara tells me you’re married to Chakotay,” she said, her voice hollow.

Seven moved beside her in the floor, touching the back of her hand. “I cannot imagine the sort of adjustment this displacement must have been for you,” she said sympathetically. “But why do you look at me with such sadness?”

“Because I miss you so much,” Kieran replied simply. 

“We’re close, in the dimension you came from?” she asked gently. 

“We are family, Seven. You and I parented together, we were on Voyager for twelve years—I’ve played practical jokes on you, cried in your arms—you saved my life when a Hirogen hunter tried to decapitate me. You are such a unique and precious person in my life there, that I look at you now, and it causes me intense emotional distress,” she confided. She unconsciously reached for Seven’s face, caressing her cheek. “Your Borgness,” she said softly, “I love you so much.” She became self-conscious, almost as if awakening from a daydream. “I’m sorry,” she said, abruptly withdrawing her hand. “I suppose in this dimension, we are almost strangers.”

Seven nodded. “I have been to a few family functions—Naomi’s wedding, where I first met your counterpart, and the birth of her first daughter. We have had casual conversations, and I spent one Christmas afternoon with your family—my husband and I did, that is. It’s not that I didn’t want to know you—her,” she corrected herself. “It’s just that there was never the opportunity. Kit talks endlessly of Kieran and Lenara, and of course, I know Lenara’s body of work, but as for a personal relationship,” her voice trailed off. “I’m sorry for your loss.”


“Believe me when I say that you are such an extraordinary person, Seven, the magnitude of that loss is incalculable,” Kieran complimented her. 

Seven smiled faintly, a familiar curl at the corner of her lips. “Tell me—is it true that in your dimension, I am married to Kathryn Janeway?” she asked in a near whisper. Kieran nodded. “I want to hear every detail,” she said, offering her hand to Kieran as she arose from the floor. “Don’t leave out a word.”

________________ 

Kieran Thompson was very pregnant by the time the Wildmans took off in Kit’s new ship. Little Gerry was an incredibly active child. He regularly kept Kieran awake at night, drumming his tiny feet against her stomach. Naomi could sympathize with her mother-in-law, though no one else was very consoling about the constant marching in her guts. Kieran thought of B'Elanna, and how amused she would be to know Kieran was actually pregnant.

Gerald Bejal Thompson came into the world, kicking, just as he had in the womb, and screaming his lungs out. He was a tiny little marvel with Kieran’s eyes and Lenara’s spots, and Gerald Thompson’s ears. He seemed fascinated by Lenara, perhaps because he recognized her Trill markings. Lenara was the only one who could put him to sleep, the only voice he seemed to respond to at birth. It was as if she was imprinted on him. 

Three years had gone by, and still, there had been no word from Kieran’s dimension. Kieran’s thirty-eighth birthday arrived without fanfare, but it occurred to her that she needed to get her career back on track. She surveyed herself in the long mirror of the bedroom she shared with Lenara, startled by how much she had changed in three years. Her hair had grown out, and she once again wore it in a long braid down her back. It hung to the middle of her back, a soft brown color like her father’s, chestnut with an occasional stray silver hair. Kieran realized she would be prematurely gray, and wondered vaguely if it had anything to do with the number of dimensional displacements she had experienced in her life. 

She wondered how Kit Wildman had changed, if she looked like a grown woman, now. She wondered if Naomi had graduated and taken an assignment aboard the Sato. She missed Seven fiercely, and wished she could be close to her in this dimension, but there was really no basis for forging that relationship, without the shared history of raising Naomi. She hoped her father had recovered from losing both his daughter and his wife in the same year. 

Cassidy and Cameron had tried to convince Kieran and Lenara to move to Florida, but Kieran could not ask Lenara to leave her life once again, uproot herself for Kieran’s sake. This time, Kieran would be the one to work her way around Lenara’s life. She owed her that much.

She didn’t bother to put on a uniform for her meeting with Admiral Brand, as it seemed presumptuous to do so. She really wasn’t a Starfleet officer, any longer, though she drew pay from them as a missing in action member of the corps. She wasn’t sure exactly what she would say to the Admiral, only that she needed to get on with her life, and Starfleet was the only career she had ever known.

She checked herself one last time in the mirror, making sure her shirt was tucked in neatly, her pants creased properly, her hair was in place. She walked through campus to the Admin building, smiling as she passed the sports arena, where there was no statue of herself. It was a relief not to be recognized, not to be asked for autographs. She was virtually forgotten, in this dimension, just a face in a dusty trophy case in a little known corridor of the Starfleet museum. There was no professional women’s basketball in this world, as it had died out in the 21st century, a fad that came and went without so much as a whimper.

Admiral Brand welcomed her warmly, as if they had been good friends in this dimension. It startled Kieran.

“Hello, Amanda,” she said quietly. “Forgive me—Admiral,” she corrected herself. “In this world—are you and I close friends?”

Brand smiled, waving her into a seat. “We were colleagues, and I always wanted to know you better,” she admitted. “But we never were close. Are we, where you’re from?”

Kieran nodded. “You’re a very good friend of my family, especially fond of my daughter, Kit Wildman. You were grooming me to take your place at the Academy, in fact,” she laughed. “This little detour has probably sidelined any chance I ever had of making captain, though. I was a full commander by the time Voyager returned, and I was waiting for my wife to graduate so I could assume a First Officer’s post. Jean-Luc Picard had his eye on me, at the time. I had quite the promising future. Now I’m a housewife,” she chuckled.

“Speaking of, how’s the baby?” Amanda smiled. “I run into Lenara from time to time,” she explained.

“He’s the sweetest little soul,” Kieran bragged. “Has my eyes and thank God, nothing else of mine. He looks like an angel, which is to say he’s the spitting image of Lenara,” she said fondly.

“Congratulations,” she replied. “It’s an amazing thing, that you’ve connected with your friends and family here. It must have been one hell of a roller coaster ride for you,” she acknowledged.

“Yes, Ma’am, it has been. But it isn’t the first time I’ve been through it. I spent three months wandering between dimensions when I was on Voyager. Got a dandy case of spatial psychosis, to boot. But then, in one of those parallels, I was married to Kathryn Janeway, and that would make anyone lose their mind,” she joked.

Brand threw back her head and laughed. “I’ll be sure and tell Kathryn you said so,” she howled. “Have you seen her? Her office is just down the sidewalk at headquarters,” she pointed out.

“No, Admiral. She barely knows me, in this life. It’s been enough just adjusting to the fact that here, my mother and sister are both alive. I feel very fortunate that they’ve accepted me as their own, even though I’m not, and I have those relationships again. In my dimension, Cassidy has been dead for twenty years, now.”

“That must be overwhelming,” Brand was fascinated by it all. “What were you doing in your career when this accident occurred?” She pulled out a PADD and jotted down some notes.

“I was the head recruiter for the Academy, and the head basketball coach. I was working on my doctorate in psychology. The long-term plan was for Naomi—my wife—to get her Ship’s Counselor’s training, and then we were going to look for a First Officer’s post for me. Our Starfleet was desperate for command candidates because of the depletion in the ranks during the Dominion War,” she explained.

“Ours, too,” Brand agreed. “We still can’t fill the openings as fast as we’d like, though we’ve had fifteen years to try.”

“Fifteen years?” Kieran's eyes widened. “Our dimensions are totally out of sync on the timelines for things,” she noted. “I’m puzzled by it—my daughter, Kit Wildman, was eighteen when I was lost. When I got here, she was twenty-four.”

“Kieran,” Amanda said thoughtfully, “I think we can work with you to ease you back into the fold. Why don’t we have you assume duties as an assistant coach, and an instructor? Once you find your feet, we can think about what’s next for you. We always need teachers. You could take over one or two of the psych classes from some of the more overloaded professors. Maybe the intro class and the research methodology courses,” she decided. “Those are basic, and we’ve let grad students teach them, before.”

“That would be fine, Admiral,” she agreed gratefully. “I feel bad, taking a pension from the fleet and not doing a damned thing to earn it,” she confessed. “Lenara would let me stay at home forever, but it doesn’t feel like I’m contributing enough to this world. I have more to offer than raising my boy and cooking for my wife.”

“Well, then, let me get this arranged. I’ll send you the details on your comm account. Classes start in three weeks. That should give you time to review the textbooks and your curriculum. Course outlines are due in two weeks, no later, so you’d better get cracking. And I’ll introduce you to the coaching staff at the faculty mixer on Thursday. You’ll need to replicate uniforms—I’ll send the current specs to you.”

“Uh—Admiral, what rank insignia should I be wearing?” she said faintly.

“You earned your Commander’s pips, you shouldn’t lose them because of this unfortunate incident. Until someone higher up tells me different, you’re a Commander in my book.”

“Thank you, Admiral. I’ll see you on Thursday, then.” She stood to go, but waited formally.

Brand looked up. “Oh, you’re dismissed, Commander. Sorry, we don’t stand on protocol behind closed doors, here.” She stood to shake her hand. “Good luck, Kieran. If there’s anything I can do, just ask.”

Kieran walked through campus and crossed over to Starfleet headquarters, absently gazing around the grounds. It’s like being on the holodeck, she mused, it looks like my reality, but it’s not. She looked up to see a shuttlecraft whizzing by overhead, and when she redirected her gaze to her forward path, Kathryn Janeway was standing not six feet from her, talking animatedly to Icheb, who was sporting the pips of a commander. Kieran stopped dead in her tracks, staring at them.

“Kathryn? Icheb?” she murmured, dazed by the sudden appearance of her former mother-in-law and the young Borg.

Janeway spotted her, and made the mental connection in her head. “Icheb, I’ll catch up with you later,” she advised him.

He looked at Kieran with a peculiar expression on his face, then at the Admiral. “Yes Ma’am,” he said formally, taking leave of them both.

“He looks amazing,” Kieran breathed. “All grown up.” She fought the urge to touch Kathryn’s face, but the haunted look betrayed her feelings. 

“I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage,” Kathryn said. “I know you’re the woman who switched places with Kieran Kahn,” she tried to sort it out. “I’ve met her once or twice. You know me well enough to call me by my first name?”

“My apologies, Admiral,” Kieran stiffened. “I had no right—”

Janeway’s expression relaxed. “It’s fine. Just—I was surprised.”

Kieran nodded. “You’re my mother-in-law,” she advised, laughing at the shock on Janeway’s face. 

“I—don’t have any children,” she stammered. “I’ve never even been married.”

“Well, in my dimension, you adopted Naomi Wildman, and I married her. And you were my best friend. In fact, you were trying to woo me into accepting the post of First Officer on your ship. And,” she smiled broadly, “Seven of Nine is your spouse.”

Kathryn’s eyes flew open wide and she howled with laughter. “You’re making that up,” she accused. “Oh,” she nearly choked with her amusement, “you had me going there for a moment.” She chuckled, wiping her eyes. “Seven of Nine,” she was off on another fit of hilarity. 

Kieran waited patiently for her to stop. 

“You—you’re serious?” Kathryn finally asked.

“As serious as Neelix’s leola root stew is bad,” she agreed, grinning. 

Kathryn smirked. “Okay. I have to buy you a drink, because this is a story I can’t pass up.”

Kieran shook her head. “No, I think you should come home with me and have dinner. This story will take a lot longer than happy hour,” she advised. 

Kathryn quirked an eyebrow. “Are you asking me on a date?”

“No Ma’am,” Kieran protested. “I’m married. But I was married to you, once,” she laughed. “Come on. I’ll make crab cakes, caramel brownies, and gallons of coffee,” she offered.

“You do know me,” Kathryn acknowledged. “Lead the way, then.” 

________________

Baby Gerry was finally down for the night, and Kieran Thompson went to the kitchen to put the finishing touches on dinner. Robin Lefler was expected any minute, and Lenara was upstairs in the bedroom, making the final preparations for what was to be the most unorthodox night of her life. 

Kieran chose a good vintage to go with the crab linguine she was preparing, opening the long-necked bottle to let it sit for a good bit before serving it. The chime sounded at the door, and Kieran sprinted to answer it.

“Come on in, Robbie,” Kieran said softly. “Gerry’s just down for the night, and we try to keep it quiet until we know he’s out for the count,” she advised.

“Is he finally sleeping through the night?” Robin asked, closing the door behind her.

“Most nights,” Kieran nodded.

“Let me see it.” Robin grinned ear to ear. “I can’t believe you really did it, sweetie,” she added, waiting expectantly.

Kieran turned her back to Robin and lifted her shirt to display the design tattooed beneath her shoulders. “It’s lovely,” Robin enthused, admiring the kosbenara.

Lenara’s Trill patterns were there, in the shape of a pyramid that covered most of Kieran’s back. At the top of the triangular design was the eye of Osiris, for the third eye chakra, representing Kieran’s spiritual beliefs. Lenara was the anchoring pattern, in her Trill spots, but on either side of the apex of the pyramid were pale eyes the color of the sea after a storm. The base of the pyramid held at one corner the Egyptian hieroglyphic symbol for a bird, representing Robin. The other corner had a swirling symbol, to represent a wormhole and Lenara. 

“Wait,” Robin touched the tiny bird symbol. “You told me Lenara was in here, and you. You didn’t tell me I was part of this tribute,” she was awed. “That is me, isn’t it?”

Kieran dropped her shirt back down, covering the tapestry on her skin, and turning to face her companion. “It is Robbie. I love you. You’re as much a part of my foundation as Lenara, or the spiritual beliefs Kit Wildman taught me.” She took Robin’s hands. “You’re my best friend in two different dimensions.” She grinned, kissing Robin’s cheek.

“I don’t know what to say. I—Lenara, have you seen this?” She indicated Kieran’s tattoo.

“I helped design it,” she replied, nodding and smiling. “Isn’t it exquisite?”

“It is,” Robin agreed. “How did you ever get the idea?”

Kieran led Robin into the kitchen, smiling at her wife with a knowing twinkle in her eye. “You’re going to love dinner,” she promised. “Sit down, and I’ll pour the wine,” she offered, seating the two women, each in turn. “There’s a custom on Trill—that started the whole thought process,” she explained. “Tell her about it, Nara,” she requested, getting the wine served and working on the pasta.

Lenara sipped her wine, nodding approval. “Every Trill has their own unique markings, and within genetic lines, there is a basic pattern that forms a theme. For example, Bejal and I both have the same chevrons that my mother has, but otherwise, our patterns diverge from there, and they are uniquely our own. On Trill, when two people marry, they have their partner’s markings tattooed somewhere on their body, so they each bear the other’s permanent design. And the designs in conjunction with each other form a whole new pattern, and hence, a new person, much like is formed by a symbiont and a Trill when they are joined. Kieran wanted to have my pattern on her body, to honor my people’s customs. From there, she got the idea to add symbols that are significant to her, to our marriage.”

“What patterns did she give to you?” Robin wondered.

Lenara smiled warmly at her wife. “She has no markings I could copy. The patterns she imprinted on me are all in my heart,” she said sweetly. She grinned, and unbuttoned her shirt to her cleavage, pulling aside the fabric. “Except this symbolism,” she added. On her shoulder, over her heart, a tiny starfish, a hieroglyphic bird identical to Kieran’s, and a wormhole hieroglyph formed a triangle.

“Romantic,” Robin accused, tasting her pasta and wondering why she had been incorporated into Lenara’s body art. “Oh, my God, KT, this is to die for,” she enthused, letting the flavor roll around her palate. You just keep getting better and better, sweetie,” she complimented her friend. “So how chaotic is your life, now that you’ve gone back to active duty?” she asked Kieran, sipping her wine, consciously avoiding the question on her mind about those symbols.

“Coaching has been great,” Kieran nodded eagerly. “Teaching is a little awkward, but I’ll get into the groove of it eventually, I’m sure. And taking classes again is good. Before I came here, I couldn’t wait to get back on a ship and into a First Officer’s slot. But now, with the baby, I’m not too anxious to go warp off anywhere. Nara is happy here, you’re here, I’m thinking of pitching Admiral Brand to make me the head coach and the head recruiter, like I was in my dimension. That way we can all stay at the Academy, no one says goodbye, and Gerry gets to grow up where he’s close to his grandpa, his grandma, and Cass and Cameron. And we want to have another baby as soon as my body can handle it,” she advised. “Kate Pulaski is telling me I have to wait a few more months, though. I guess my artificial heart isn’t as resilient as an organic one, and my vascular system was significantly stressed by having Gerry.”

“Wow, another baby so soon? What’s the big hurry?” Robin asked.

“We want the kids to be close in age, so they can be playmates. But also, I’m not getting any younger, and I want to be done birthing kids within the next four years. If we have another sooner than later, we still have the option of a third child, if Nara wants one more.” She reached for Lenara’s hand. “I want a little girl who looks just like you, my beautiful Lenara,” she murmured.

“Honey.” Lenara blushed. “You’re embarrassing me,” she scolded half-heartedly. 

Robin sipped her wine thoughtfully. “You know, Nara, I don’t think you and the other Kieran were anywhere near this happy. Do you?”

Lenara shook her head. “No, we weren’t. We were happy, Robbie, but not like this.”

“You mean not delirious?” Robin needled her playfully.

“Exactly,” Lenara agreed, laughing. She poured more wine for everyone, finishing her pasta. “Honey, you outdid yourself. If you didn’t keep me in bed all the time, I’d be getting fat,” she waggled her eyebrows.

Kieran threw back her head and laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind. Can I pencil you in for a workout tomorrow morning?” she flirted.

Robin finished her dinner, shaking her head. “You two make me question the rationality of celibacy. I look at you and I think I must be crazy to let myself miss out on all the wildness you two seem to have discovered.”

“We’re not into wildness,” Lenara defended them lightheartedly. “We’re perfectly ordinary, but very, very enthusiastic about what we share.” She took Robin’s hand, caressing the palm gently. “There’s nothing wrong with exuberance, is there?” she said suggestively, drawing Robin’s hand to her lips and kissing the fingers, each in turn.

Robin watched her in rapt attention, stunned. She tried to withdraw her hand, but Lenara held it firmly, kissing the palm gently.

Kieran pushed away from the table. “Dessert is for later,” she announced. “I’m going to go build a fire.”

Lenara continued to gaze into Robin’s piercing blue eyes, lips brushing over the slender bones of the back of her hand.

“Lenara,” she jerked her hand away. “Are you trying to make me crazy? In front of your wife? How much wine have you had?”

Lenara didn’t reply, but eased herself out of her chair, moving behind Robin, sweeping her shoulder length brown hair aside and kissing her neck. “I haven’t had any more wine than you have,” she said deeply, breathing over Robin’s shoulder and throat.

Robin’s eyes closed involuntarily, and her sudden intake of breath echoed in the kitchen.

“Come in the living room,” Lenara commanded, pulling her out of her seat, urging her into the large open area with the floor pillows around the fireplace. “Bring your wine glass,” she instructed.

Robin thought she must be imagining things, but couldn’t argue with the fact that Lenara had been flirting blatantly with her in front of Kieran, and Kieran either didn’t notice or didn’t care. 

She joined the two women in the floor, choosing a loosely stuffed pillow to sit on, knees drawn up to her chest. Kieran was busy with the fire, which was starting to catch nicely. “Watch this, Robbie.” She tossed in a pinecone, and it blazed in brilliant blue before disintegrating into ash.

“That’s a neat trick,” Robin agreed, feeling completely off balance. Lenara was looking strangely at her, and she kept her eyes averted from the Trill’s.

“They’re treated with pyrotechnic solution. Each one burns a different color. We got them to show Annie. She’s learning to spell her colors, now,” Kieran explained. She deliberately sat down behind Robin, right on the pillow Robin had selected. “You look tense,” she said softly. “Let me help.” She rubbed the smaller woman’s shoulders with strong, warm hands, releasing the tension. “Relax, Robbie, and sit up straight. Now let your shoulders fall back,” she instructed. “Good.”

Robin groaned appreciatively as Kieran’s fingers dug into her shoulders. “You’ve got a hell of a knot beneath your scapula,” Kieran advised her, working it with her thumb. “Does that hurt?” she pressed and kneaded the spot.

“In a good way, yes,” Robin sighed. “God, KT, you’re going to put me in a trance,” she murmured. “Am I drooling, Nara?”

Lenara chuckled. “Not that I can tell. But you do look less like you’re on edge,” she agreed.

“KT, did your body art hurt?” she wondered, body growing increasingly limp until she collapsed backward into Kieran’s arms.

“Not a bit. It’s all done with photophoresis, now. Very hi-tech. No needles.”

“You said before that you chose symbols that were significant to your marriage. So how did I end up in the design?” Robin asked faintly. 

Kieran hugged Robin close, arms around her waist. “Lenara and I think you should be an integral part of our marriage,” Kieran said honestly. 

Robin pulled out of Kieran’s embrace, turning to face her. “You guys will go to unheard of lengths for the sake of a joke,” she grinned, shaking her head.

“Robbie,” Lenara took her hand gently. “This is not a joke. This is a serious marriage proposal, from Kieran and myself, to you.”

Kieran smiled reassurance at her best friend. “I know you like I know the back of my hand, Robin. You’re in love with Lenara, but you deny it to yourself and everyone else by claiming to embrace celibacy. Isn’t it simply that you love her so much, you can’t see yourself with anyone but her?”

Robin looked at Lenara, then at Kieran. She nodded slowly. “I’m sorry, KT. I can’t help how I feel about her. I never meant to overstep your boundaries. I should go. I apologize to you both. I never meant any disrespect.” She gathered her legs under her to lift herself off the floor. 

“Robbie, wait.” Kieran tugged her hand. “Were you not listening?”

“You want me to marry you—both of you?” She was floored.

Lenara smiled softly at her wife. “Honey, no woman in her right mind would accept a marriage proposal without testing the temperature of the water. It’s an unfair question. I think we should give her a reason to seriously consider it,” she proposed.

“Good idea, Be’thal,” Kieran nodded amiably. “You two go ahead, I’ll take care of the fire. Can’t have the house burning down around our ears, can we?” she smiled, amused at the look on Robin’s face.

Lenara stood up, snagging her wine glass in one hand, and Robin’s hand in the other. “Come on, sweetie. I want to show you something.” She led her upstairs, thinking the expression on the Counselor’s face was priceless. She took Robin into their bedroom, which was decorated with dozens of shimmering candles, set her wineglass on the nightstand of the bed, and slipped her arms around Robin’s neck. “You’ve been looking at me for years, Robbie, with that haunted, hungry expression. Let me do something about it, finally,” she murmured, kissing her gently.

“Lenara,” Robin’s eyes were troubled. “Kieran is right downstairs. Do you want her to catch us?”

“No,” Lenara brushed her lips over Robin’s. “I want her to join us. I want to make love to you, Robbie, and so does she. How long has it been?” She breathed in Robin’s ear, feeling her body yielding. “How many years since you took a lover?”

Robin sighed as Lenara’s lips skated over her throat. “God, Nara, too many years, I don’t know,” she gasped. “I just know I’ve spent them all wanting you,” she admitted.

Lenara nipped at her earlobe. “Then take me, Robbie,” she offered softly, placing Robin’s hands on the buttons of her shirt. “You remember how, don’t you?” she teased affectionately.

“But—Kieran—” she began to protest.

“Isn’t the same uptight person you knew. This Kieran understands what you and I knew years ago. Love is bigger than any two people. It’s about synergy, and inclusion. Not rules and limitations. Open your heart to this, Robbie. We’re asking you to join with us, to be one family, to be my lover, her lover, our lover. Is that so much to take in?”

“Lenara,” Robin sighed beneath her insistent kisses, “you’re so much all by yourself, I don’t know if I can process it all.” She whimpered as Lenara’s hands found the soft flesh of her belly, peeling away her clothing layer by layer. 

Lenara smiled reassurance at her. “Trust me, then. You might be a little overwhelmed but it will be in a very good way, honey,” she promised.

Kieran left them alone a very long time, knowing Lenara would have to be the one to seduce Robin into doing what she desperately needed and wanted to do. When the first sounds of passion started to drift down the stairs, Kieran crept up to the bedroom, stopping at the door to watch her wife making love to her best friend. 

Kieran undressed silently, sliding onto the bed behind Robin, who was lying on her side, facing Lenara, letting the Trill suckle her nipples. Kieran kissed Robin’s slender, brown shoulders, her neck, the tender flesh at the base of her skull, holding her hair aside to press her lips there. Robin shivered, the chill rushing down her back, and she turned over to kiss Kieran, exploring her mouth gently, groaning into their kiss as Lenara’s hands cradled her breasts from behind her and fingers toyed with her nipples.

Kieran’s kiss became insistent, her tongue questing, and Robin was helpless against the sensations in her body. It had been so long, so very long. Lenara carefully moved Robin’s limbs, arranging them how she wanted them, draping Robin’s leg over Kieran’s hip. She smoothed warm hands over Robin’s buttocks, stroking the cleft there, making her surge closer to Kieran. Lenara’s fingers entered her then, the motion sudden and unexpected, eliciting a sharp sound of need from Robin’s chest. Kieran fondled her from the front while Lenara penetrated her, the motion countering Kieran’s caress. Robin shook with the intensity of it, her body poised on the brink already.

“Nara,” Kieran said softly, “She’s too close. Move her onto her back,” she suggested quietly. 

Lenara moved aside, pulling Robin down on her back, smiling across her naked, glorious body at her wife. “Good idea,” she nodded, reclaiming Robin’s right breast while Kieran took the left in her mouth. Robin moaned beneath their tongues, tears forming in her eyes. The pleasure was so much, and her vulnerability had been hidden deep for such a long time, it was hard, hard to show it, hard to share it, hard to trust anyone, let alone two people at once. 

While Lenara pleasured the Counselor’s breasts, Kieran descended Robin’s body. She took a lingering journey over her belly, her hips, her thighs, then parted her legs with large palms, breathing her scent, kissing her labia with the faintest of touches, lips grazing the flesh coated in gathering moisture. Kieran tasted her deeply, holding her down so her body was anchored, teasing with the tip of her tongue. Robin bit her lip, struggling for control, the sensations flooding her body everywhere at once. She was groaning in time to Kieran’s ministrations, fine beads of sweat gathering on her belly, breasts aching from Lenara’s sucking and pulling. When Kieran slipped her fingers into Robin’s opening, she let out a sharp cry, then centered herself around Kieran’s digits, squeezing them intimately. 

“Oh, God, it’s so—oh, I can’t—but, I am, I’m—God, yes,” she murmured, hips rising off the bed as she came, her body shattering into pure heat and light as the ache crested repeatedly. She gripped Lenara’s body, holding tightly to her while Kieran finished her, urging her through the aftershocks with tender caresses, with soothing hands, with kisses.

Kieran crawled up beside her, body contoured against her side, arm firmly around her quivering flesh. “Robbie,” she whispered, “I love you. Is that so hard to accept? That I want to be with you? With both of you?”

Robin kissed her then, heart on her lips, tears spilling over. “You really do, KT?”

“Honey, I really do,” Kieran assured her. “It’s okay if you need time to decide. Only, let me hold you while you cry, Robbie.”

Lenara crept up the bed on Robin’s other side, draping her arm around Robin and over Kieran’s arm. She kissed Robin’s cheek, taking the tears with her lips. “It’s all right, now, Robbie,” she said softly. “We can be together anytime you want, all of us, just the two of us, you and Kieran—whatever you need. I’ve loved you for such a long time. I just needed a partner who understood that, and now I have her. So let go of the fear, and the worry, and let yourself feel something besides your loneliness, sweetie.”

Robin kissed Lenara then, fully, openly, letting her emotion carry her. They kissed sweetly, tenderly, both women weeping. Robin gathered her in one arm, cradling her delicate body. “I’ve wanted to touch you for longer than I can even remember,” she whispered, kissing Lenara’s forehead. “I’ve done everything in my power to stop myself from being in love with you, Nara. Nothing ever worked. Right before Kieran was lost, I finally requested a posting to a ship again, because I couldn’t stand not being your lover, and I knew Kieran would never in a million years accept this sort of relationship. But then the accident happened, and I couldn’t leave without knowing you were okay. And when Admiral Brand finally told me I had to decide to go or stay, I couldn’t leave you, even knowing I could never be with you.”

Lenara smiled into gentle kisses, touching Robin’s face with her fingertips. “But you can be with me. You are,” she assured her.

Delicate kisses deepened to passionate ones, and Lenara moved over her, balancing her meager weight over Robin’s body. “I have to explain a few things, if you want to make love to me,” she said softly. Kieran propped herself up on one arm, listening and watching her wife explaining a symbiont’s severable link, and the necessity of staying conscious of the symbiont’s positioning during lovemaking. 

Robin listened carefully, followed Lenara’s lead, learned how to touch the Trill by experimenting. 

“Lenara,” she whispered, fascinated by it, “your markings just—faded for a second,” she puzzled over it.

Kieran grinned. “That means she likes what you’re doing,” she advised her companion. “I’m going to let you two get to know each other. I’ll be downstairs, if you need me.” She kissed Robin, then Lenara, and took her robe and her wineglass.

Kieran Thompson sat in the dim glow from the dying fire, drinking her wine, thinking of Kit and Naomi. She wondered if they had moved on effectively. She hoped Robin Kahn had overcome her narrow mindedness, and that Naomi was well loved by both Lenara and Robin. She toasted her wife and daughter silently, wishing them love and joy and an end to sorrow and questions. She heard the familiar sounds of her new wife’s arousal, smiled softly, and said “Love multiplies, Robbie, if you let it.”

Kieran dozed off on the couch, her brain gauzy and peaceful. Upstairs, Robin Lefler held Lenara Thompson, loving her passionately, years of pent up desire unleashed, both women awash in the intensity of repressed desire finally acknowledged. When the ferocity was spent, the tenderness followed, and Robin knew that everything she had ever wanted was in Lenara’s touch, in her kiss, in her response. They made love several times, each time beginning almost as soon as the previous climax subsided. When Lenara succumbed to exhaustion, Robin covered her with the comforter, kissed her forehead, borrowed her robe and went downstairs to check on Kieran. 

Robin watched the tall Commander sleeping, a faint smile playing at the corners of her lips as she slumbered. 

She was awed by Kieran, by her willingness to open her marriage to Robin. Kieran Kahn had been far too possessive, too insecure, to even seriously consider letting another woman touch Lenara. Lenara had known what type of woman she married, and she respected Kieran’s frailties. She would never have crossed the boundaries Kieran Kahn set, and there were many. And Robin had hurt Kieran so much already in their history, she kept herself carefully apart from any temptation that might have resulted in further injuries. She and Lenara had circled each other cautiously for years, avoiding dangerous situations and compromising topics, cognizant of protecting Kieran Kahn’s expectations and demands.

Robin moved to the couch where Kieran slept, insinuating herself into the larger woman’s arms. Kieran started, then relaxed as she recognized Robin’s scent, enfolding her in welcoming arms. 

“Thank you,” Robin said softly, kissing Kieran’s cheek.

Kieran held her protectively, warm arms firm around her shoulders. “Honey, don’t thank me. Just say you will. It would make Lenara so happy, and our lives so full,” she urged her.

“KT,” Robin sank into her softness, “you really are okay with this?”

Kieran chuckled, smoothing her hand over Robin’s hair. “Do you think if I weren’t I would have left you alone to make love to my wife?”

Robin smiled. “I guess not. Only I’m still just so stunned.”

“I bet you are,” Kieran teased. “Lenara’s a phenomenal lover.”

“Not by that,” Robin smacked her playfully. “Well, not just by that, anyway,” she agreed. “You have to understand what Kieran Kahn was like, sweetie. She would have sooner thrown me through the window to the pavement below than let me be with Lenara.”

“I’m not her. I know how much Lenara loves you, how much she’s wanted you. She considered having an affair with you, when she was still with the other Kieran. That in and of itself says everything to me. She must have loved you very, very much to even think it, let alone seriously consider it, because it is not in her nature to break a promise. How could I deny her that love from you? You clearly feel it, have carried it for years and years. Robbie, how cruel would I be to tell either of you to ignore those emotions?” Kieran reasoned. 

“But aren’t you jealous? Threatened?” Robin needed to understand.

“I suppose it would be much easier if Lenara didn’t have those feelings for you, much simpler, but that’s not the reality of it. Jealousy is petty. What I feel is more a sense of envy, because I know how good it is to be with her, and you were, tonight. As for feeling threatened, I’m not. If Lenara decides in the morning she’s done with me, because she only wants you from now on, so be it. Would I be hurt? Absolutely. Devastated. But ultimately, she belongs to herself, and she is the one who chooses every day who she will love, who she will sleep with, who she will have children with. Forcing her to choose me is not my agenda. I want her to choose me because it springs from inside her soul to do so, not because of some external constraint. Does that make sense?”

“I think so,” Robin said faintly. “And you’re right, she was choosing Kieran Kahn because that was an acceptable choice by definition, not because she was moved deeply to do so. She loved her, certainly, but she was not consumed by it, any longer.”

“That’s what I want from her—I want her to be consumed by our love, and if she’s not, she should find someone she feels that with. It’s the only worthwhile thing in this life, with a partner. Not habit, not routine.”

“KT, I want to understand something. How do you and I fit into this? Since we split up, I’ve never sensed any level of attraction for me coming from you. Kieran Kahn never truly forgave me for what I did to you both. I need to know how you feel about me,” she requested.

“Why don’t you let me show you, Robbie?” she smiled suggestively. “I think you’ll understand then.” She kissed her lingeringly, deeply, parting Robin’s lips with the gentle intrusion of her tongue. Her hands pushed the cotton terry cloth away from Robin’s shoulders, smoothing over the soft skin as they kissed.

Robin allowed Kieran’s hands to remove the confining garment, let Kieran guide her body into caressing hands, never losing her embrace. Kieran’s lovemaking was familiar in a distant sort of way, like a ghost of a memory etched in Robin’s mind. She recalled their fiery nights aboard the Enterprise, when they were young and everything was brand new. This Kieran was more patient, more thorough, and oh so much more captivating. Robin moved above her, sliding through her hands, body poised over her lips, captured in her mouth, by her fingers, by her heat. Kieran parted her thighs from below her body, positioning Robin so that she straddled Kieran’s mouth, hands tangled with Kieran’s for support. 

She arched her back as Kieran gathered her folds in wet warmth, devouring her by degrees, teasing, tasting, urging her to the edge. Kieran reveled in the thick sweetness of her labia, in her response, listening as her breathing fractured into panting, her chest filled with the sound of need, her legs going rigid against Kieran’s cheeks. She cried out as she came, collapsing sideways against the back of the couch, holding onto the cushions for balance as Kieran pushed her further, fingers everywhere at once, filling her openings. She groaned and thrust against Kieran’s penetration, letting the sensation start the ascent again. When she broke the second crest, her words tumbled out in incoherent jumbles, fervent, frenzied, punctuated with sharp cries.

Kieran eased her from her knees, taking her into sturdy arms, letting her recover her senses. 

“Oh, my God,” she gasped against Kieran’s throat, “I’d forgotten,” she murmured. “You—Jesus, Kieran.” She was poured out completely.

Kieran held her tenderly, kissing her hair. “I’ve got you, Robbie. Does that answer your question about whether or not I’m attracted to you?” she laughed softly.

Robin was too moved to be amused. “Hold me,” she demanded, grabbing Kieran’s robe in her fist, clutching frantically as the waves subsided.

“I’ve got you, baby,” Kieran assured her. “It’s okay, now. I love you, Robbie. I never stopped. Even as much as you hurt me, I never could stop.”

Robin rested against her, tears puddling in her eyes, enveloped in arms she didn’t deserve, in love she had treated as disposable. “KT,” she clutched tighter, “how can you? After what I did to you, how? I never even got the chance to tell you how much I regret it, how wrong I was. By the time I saw you again, you were married to Lenara.”

“Sweetie,” Kieran said lovingly, “that’s not how it happened for me. You did apologize, many times, and you tried to get me back in my timeline. And you became the most amazing woman, so thoughtful, so deliberate and caring. The Robin Lefler who dumped me for Mike Kirk doesn’t exist anymore, as far as I’m concerned. And I am so in love with the woman who replaced her, I don’t even remember that other Robin Lefler, except the good things. So believe me when I tell you, I want this relationship with you. I want to be with you, as a friend, as a lover, as your lifemate. But my love is more genuine, now, more solid. It has the power to be sustaining, without being dependent or overreaching, because I’m not the desperate, insecure little girl who asked for your hand in a fit of possessiveness. I’m asking for your hand now because I want to share my life with you, and with Lenara, equally.”

Robin kissed her gently, heart full to the brim, body aching with exhaustion. “Then I’ll marry you both, Kieran.”

Kieran kissed her fiercely, overjoyed. “Let’s go tell Nara. She’d want me to wake her up for this, I promise,” she grinned impishly.

They dashed up the stairs, suddenly energetic again, laughing. Kieran dropped her robe in the floor, easing into bed beside her wife, gathering her into a hug.

“Hey,” Lenara awoke slowly, smiling. “Are you just now coming to bed?”

Kieran kissed her enthusiastically, laughing. “She said yes, Nara. Robbie said yes.”

Lenara was wide-awake, now. “She did? You got her to agree? Damn, I must have missed some mighty persuasive action,” she teased, looking at Robin. “Get over here, you.” She held out her hand, pulling Robin down on them both, the three women hugging and laughing. “How come you didn’t say yes to me, Counselor? Was my tongue not convincing enough?” she needled her.

“You wore me down,” Robin assured her. “But Kieran—well, she knows how to make a fine point.” She waggled her eyebrows. 

“Doesn’t she, though?” Lenara agreed. “And did you make any good arguments in return?” she asked, grinning.

Robin frowned. “No, I didn’t. Damn, I’m slipping. I really have forgotten how to do this,” she feigned chagrin.

Kieran shook her head. “You know how it goes with me, Robbie. I never let anyone get a—word—in edgewise.”

“She really doesn’t,” Lenara agreed, winking at Robin. “I can’t tell you how many times I’ll wake up, only to realize she made love to me all night and then massaged me until I fell asleep. And she’s had no attention whatsoever. It’s a very bad habit, and I think I needed another partner to help me break her of it. That was at least half my reasoning for wanting to marry you. Can you help me with this problem? After all, you’re the therapist.”

Robin played along. “I think it’s a very serious condition, Lenara. One that will require a good deal of treatment, several times a week. This sort of therapy entails a serious commitment from the participants, though. Not something to be taken lightly. Do you think you’re up for that sort of intensive work?”

Lenara grinned wickedly. “I am, but she may not survive it,” she laughed. “I think we should start right away, while the problem is clearly defined. Don’t you?”

“Okay, you two, enough.” Kieran tickled Robin’s sides. “You’re both a riot, ha ha.”

“It’s almost always the case,” Robin said to Lenara, “that the people with the biggest issues have the most denial. This is one of the worst cases I’ve seen in my career. I think it will take a thorough analysis. We’ll need baseline data, first.” She quirked an eyebrow.

“Oh, well, I love to gather data,” Lenara teased. “Let’s see about her baseline response to stimuli.” She kissed her wife, letting her hands wander to her breasts. “Very immediate,” she murmured, giggling into Kieran’s kisses.

“Let me see,” Robin smoothed her palms over Kieran’s nipples, feeling them harden. “A brilliant observation, Doctor. Very astute.”

“You two are a couple of smart-asses,” Kieran accused. 

“We learned from you,” they said together, then burst out laughing.

Kieran rolled her eyes. “God, what have I gotten myself into? Married to not one, but two, lunatics.”

“I think she complains too much. Not a willing subject at all,” Robin griped, grinning.

“Oh, I know how to shut her up,” Lenara assured her partner in research. “Watch carefully,” she instructed.

Kieran didn’t say another coherent thing for the better part of two hours, though plenty of sounds came from her throat.

______________

Robin Lefler sighed over the hot pepper chicken dish Kieran Thompson had prepared, feeding bits off her plate to Lenara Thompson. “Now this is truly love,” Robin remarked. “The woman can’t abide food this hot, but she makes it for us,” she noted.

Lenara took another bite, murmuring over it. “She is something. I still can’t believe how lucky I was to find her, considering,” she marveled at it. “I’m constantly amazed at how different she is from my first Kieran. Can you even imagine her doing something like this?”

“Not for a second. Even if she died, she wouldn’t have wanted us to be together, she was so possessive of you. Not that I really blame her, Nara. Not with my track record. It’s not like I ever gave her a single reason to trust me,” she admitted.

“Well, wherever she is, I hope things turned out as well for her as they have for me. I couldn’t be happier.” She smiled contentedly, stretching in the kitchen chair. 

“What do you think Kieran’s parents are going to say about all this?” Robin asked, sipping her margarita.

“I imagine they’ll be appalled,” Lenara laughed. “But they’re so dumbfounded over the whole wormhole-swapped-my-daughter situation, it’s not like they have the capacity to be too much more shocked. And Kieran was smart to take Gerry, so her parents will be too preoccupied playing grandpa and grandma to really get judgmental about the three of us. Do you want to have a wedding, or is that just too left of center?” she asked, leaning over to kiss her lover between bites of food.

“I don’t need one, if you guys don’t. I’ve been engaged so many times in my life, I don’t know—though sometimes, I fantasize about seeing you in a gorgeous white dress. You’re so beautiful, Lenara,” she said sincerely. 

“I don’t really care if we make it a big public thing or not. As long as I can be with you when the lights go out,” she flirted. “Robbie, I’m so sorry I didn’t have that affair with you when we talked about it. I know I couldn’t have lived with myself, but I realize now how much I’ve been missing all these years.”

Robin took her hand. “Honey, it’s fine. We’ll make up for lost time, I promise. Having you all to myself like this, that helps a lot. Kieran is very generous that way. If you were my wife, I might not be so understanding. I think you sleep with me more than you do with her.”

“No, I don’t.  I make sure that I never let an imbalance develop. Not that I think she would ever keep score, because she isn’t like that at all, but I want to make sure I never neglect either of you. And I want you to keep spending time exclusively with her, too. It keeps things equitable.” She took a large forkful of rice. 

“I love spending time with her, as much I do with you. It’s very different, qualitatively,” she said thoughtfully.

“You mean the sex?” Lenara was intrigued.

“No, the interaction. Kieran and I are more playful, more light-hearted. We laugh a lot when we make love, and it’s just never a big, heavy emotional thing. But with you, it is very heavy, very emotional. I feel like, when you make love to me, you just get inside my soul, like you’re looking at my essence, or something. I can’t hide anything from you, you are so disarming. Kieran doesn’t make me cry from my own vulnerability, like you do. Do you think that means I’m not in love with her?” Robin worried.

“Not necessarily,” Lenara speculated. “I think there are different ways to be in love, but it’s still being in love. I was in love with Kieran Kahn, but it was a totally different dynamic than it is with this Kieran. I don’t know how to explain it, but it was like—there was always a melancholy feeling about it with Kieran Kahn. Like deep down, she had this huge sadness that never really went away.”

Robin nodded. “She did. It was because of me, and because of P’Arth. She never worked through those wounds, and she didn’t know how to keep them buried, either. She always had that poignancy about her. I felt it, too. Kieran Thompson, on the other hand, is just so easy going. I rarely see any sadness, though once in awhile, she talks about her daughter, Katie, and that tears her up. And I know she misses Naomi and Kit, but she won’t let herself dwell on it. She’s a very seize the moment kind of person. She says she learned that because of you, in fact,” she concluded.

“She did? Wait, me, or the other Lenara?” she grinned.

“Actually, both, I think. She always regretted that she didn’t marry you, in her timeline, when you asked. I think that taught her that impulsivity isn’t always a bad thing,” she noted. 

Lenara nodded, sipping her drink. “Remind me to thank Kieran for fixing enough food for us while she’s gone. That was so considerate of her.”

Robin waggled her eyebrows. “She told me she didn’t want us to have to get out of bed long enough to have to cook,” she laughed. “I think she really understands how the novelty of this is fairly gripping for us, and not so much for her.”

“Oh, don’t let that cool exterior fool you,” Lenara laughed. “I’ve heard her with you, and she is gripped, all right. You rock her world, Robbie. It took me a year to make her that vocal. And damn, some of the stuff she says to you when she’s coming,” Lenara shivered. 

“You listen to us?” Robin demanded, grinning like a Cheshire cat.

“You’re going to tell me you don’t?” Lenara crossed her arms.

Robin giggled. “Yeah, I do. I’m a major voyeur, though. Sometimes when the three of us sleep together, I just get so mesmerized watching you two making love to each other, I forget to participate at all.”

“Spectator sports are always fun,” Lenara joked. “I like watching you guys, too. It’s very interesting to be able to see your face, for example, while she’s going down on you. Then I know what you look like when I am. I like to think about that when I’m touching you—how your face looks when you’re really excited.”

Robin realized she had suddenly lost her appetite. “Are you done? Because I want you in the worst way.” She grabbed Lenara’s hand.

“Race you up the stairs,” Lenara challenged, dropping her fork, practically knocking her chair over in her haste.

They lay together afterward, breathing each other in, tangled and sweaty and peaceful. “You said earlier you couldn’t be happier, Nara. But I know there’s something else you want,” she said tenderly. “And I want to do it for you,” she said softly.

“What’s that, honey?” Lenara asked sleepily.

“I want to carry our daughter. You and Kieran have both been saying as soon as Gerry is six months, you want to inseminate again. I want to be part of this, and that’s the best way I know how. Yours and Kieran’s genetic complements, my womb. Will you let me?”

“We need to talk to Kieran about it, Robbie. If she’s fine with it, so am I. I mean, either way, I’m not contributing a whole lot. I feel bad about that,” she said, eyes darkening.

“You’re not able to carry children, and we both understand that, Nara. Kieran would carry a whole litter for you, you know she would. She just loves you so much. That’s what moves me about her—how much she loves you.”

Lenara smiled softly. “She does, doesn’t she? It’s astonishing to me. Let’s ask her. I think she’ll be glad to let someone else carry the load. She never complained with Gerry, but I know she was sick a lot. She tried to hide the morning vomiting, but I knew. Of course, she’d go through it all over again, for him. She just adores him. He’s such a funny little man,” she chuckled. “I bet she has him in the preserve, meeting the manatees.”

“Well, if she does, we’ll get pictures. I think she takes pictures of his dirty diapers, she’s so enamored with him. The kid can’t so much as fart without having his picture taken,” Robin laughed.

___________________

Cassidy Thompson walked alongside her sister, digging her toes in the cold, hard sand of low tide at Tigertail Beach. Kieran struggled for an opening, for a way to approach the topic of Robin Lefler.

“Kelsey,” Cassidy caught her eye, “come on. It’s me. Start talking. You didn’t come all the way from California to get Cameron to baby-sit Gerry. What’s on your mind?”

Kieran sighed. “I have to tell you something, Cass, but I’m afraid you won’t understand. And I know Mom and Dad will think I’m nuts,” she groused. “How much do you know about Trill culture, Sundance?” she asked faintly, slipping an arm around Cassidy’s shoulders. 

“Well, I attended your wedding, so a little bit, I guess. Why?” Cassidy looked up at her sister.

“Has Lenara ever mentioned her brother, Bejal?” Kieran ventured. 

“Absolutely. I’ve met him, and his two wives, and all their kids,” Cassidy assured her. “I liked him a lot.”

“You don’t think his polygamous relationship is odd?” Kieran asked, studying Cassidy’s reaction.

“He’s Trill. It’s their custom—inclusiveness, Lenara told me. If it were me, I’d be rabid with jealousy, but Trill seem to think differently than humans. Does Lenara—oh, man, Kelsey. You’re involved with Robbie, aren’t you? Both of you?”

Kieran nodded. “I guess you could see it coming before it ever did?”

“Well, Lenara and Robbie have had feelings for each other for years, so it wasn’t a huge deductive leap. But honey, are you okay with it?” she asked protectively, slipping her arm around Kieran’s waist. “Because the offer to live here still stands, and Gerry too,” she supplied immediately.

“I’m not heading for a divorce. I’m heading for another wedding, most likely. We asked Robbie to join with us formally. And I’m fine with it. In fact, I’m the one that pushed Lenara to do it,” she admitted. “I think she needs this, and I know for sure Robbie does. I wanted to tell you in person, and not over subspace. Can you handle it? Maybe work on the parental units for me?”

Cassidy laughed. “Well, since they’re not really your parents, why do you give a flying fuck what they think?” she wised off. 

“You already know the answer to that, you goof. Of course I want their approval. I love them, Cass. And I love you and Cameron, too, and I want your blessing,” she said softly. 

Cassidy nodded immediately. “You know I think you walk on water, Kieran. If you tell me you want to marry all of Trill, I’ll be the flower girl,” she assured her. “As long as you’re happy, that’s all that I ever care about. Are you happy, Kels?”

“Deliriously,” Kieran returned. “I love them both, and this just feels like it was supposed to be this way all along,” she said thoughtfully. “Do you think Cam will accept it?”

Cassidy considered. “You know, I have no idea what she’ll think. But hopefully she won’t think it’s too great of an idea,” she laughed. “She thinks you’re awfully cute, you know,” she teased.

Kieran chuckled. “That’s because I look just like you, Sundance. You know that, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” Cassidy said happily. “She’s pretty much p-whipped on me.”

Kieran laughed uproariously. “You are so bad,” she hugged her closer. “Damn, I’m glad you’re alive, kiddo.”

“I guess the best way to find out what she thinks is to go tell her,” Cassidy decided. “I think she’ll be okay about it. She adores you, and she’s always loved Lenara. She’s not crazy about Robin, but maybe the triad will grow on her.”

Kieran nodded. “Let’s hope so.”

________________

Robin Lefler became Robin Thompson in a Trill wedding ceremony in San Francisco that winter. Kieran had always insisted that Lenara’s traditions be honored and kept in their marriage, and she insisted on Robin embracing Trill culture, as well. Robin was three months pregnant with Cassidy Cameron Thompson when the three women married. 

Cassidy was nine months old when the message pod arrived in the dimension where Kieran Thompson had resided for the past six and a half years.

“Kieran, there’s an emergency message on the workstation,” Lenara called up the stairs. “It’s encrypted for you,” she said urgently.

Robin and Kieran came thundering down the stairs together, tugging on clothing as they ran. 

Kieran slid into the chair, thinking something was wrong with her parents. She punched up the data. Jean-Luc Picard appeared on the screen, looking grim.

“Commander, I have urgent news. Your people have finally made contact with ours. They opened a small fissure to send a message to you. They are going to retrieve you in two weeks. You must be at the coordinates waiting in a shuttle craft when the wormhole opens.”

Kieran’s jaw dropped. “After six years? Now they want me back? The hell I will,” she protested. “I—fuck, I promised Lenara.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Was it an audio or a visual comm stream, Captain?”

“Binary, actually. The fissure was very small, too small for much in the way of bandwidth. It was a serial stream, one bit. The message, decoded, said simply that they will send a shuttle through and will be awaiting your arrival simultaneously. I believe, Kieran, you don’t have any choice. If they send Kieran Kahn back, and you remain here—”

“The mutual annihilation principle,” Kieran said miserably. “I have to go back. God damn it,” she hung her head. “Is there any way we can respond, Captain? Tell them not to open the wormhole?”

“I’m afraid not,” he apologized. “I’ve got half of the federation analyzing the data stream and the properties of the fissure, but I have no idea what they did to open it. We’d never be certain they got the message. I’m afraid this is irreconcilable. I’m sorry. I have orders to escort you to the corridor coordinates. Enterprise will be arriving within three days to pick you up.”

Picard vanished, and Kieran sat there, too drained to move. Robin and Lenara engulfed her in supportive arms, clinging to her. “I don’t want to go back,” Kieran sobbed. “I can’t. I love you both, and Gerry, and Cami. I don’t belong there, anymore.”

Lenara Thompson was certain the universe could not be more cruel if it had the capacity for intentional, wanton malice.

________________

Kit Wildman had hardly slept in the six months since her mother disappeared. Jenny Calvert tried everything to help her lover, from full body massage to alcohol, though neither woman liked it. Neither vigorous sex nor hot tub soaks helped Kit rest. Now that Kieran was coming home, Kit was more wired than ever. The questions were driving her mad, not knowing if Kieran had survived, what sort of world she had gone to, or if she’d even gotten the message. Poor Jenny couldn’t calm Kit down, no matter what she did. 

Naomi Wildman was almost as bad. She haunted the bottom floor of the old Victorian ‘til all hours of the night, pacing, talking to herself, recalculating the formulas and the factorials and rethinking the rescue a million times a day. They had determined there was a glaring temporal difference between the rate time was passing between the two dimensions, and Naomi hoped their calculations were accurate, or Kieran might show up at the wormhold coordinates at completely the wrong time. 

Lenara and Robin Kahn sat up with Naomi many nights, trying to comfort her, reassure her, but Naomi was a wreck with worry. The infatuation she had felt for Lenara, the all-consuming passion, had dimmed to a mere glimmer in the crush of emotion over Kieran’s disappearance. Lenara was so guilty over the accident, she had shut down almost completely herself, and Robin could not reach her, no matter how hard she tried.

Starfleet Academy was the scene of nightly vigils, prayer meetings, and television coverage, always broadcasting from the statue, where flowers and candles continued to appear daily in tribute to a fallen comrade, a beloved coach, a friend. The world held its breath as the rescue attempt of the decade began. Lenara Kahn’s professional reputation was on the line, as was the possible fate of their entire timeline, and one very dear friend.

____________________

Kieran Thompson said her goodbyes to her father, mother, sister, and sister-in-law before Enterprise came to escort her to her destination. Robin and Lenara Thompson accompanied Kieran with their two children, spending every precious moment together that they could. Kieran packed copies of every photo she had ever taken in duranium shielded carrying cases, so that if there was another decompressive accident, the photos stood as much a chance of making it as Kieran did.

The night before she was scheduled to leave, she made love with her partners for the last time, all three women crying and distraught afterward. No one slept.

When Kieran dressed at dawn, Lenara handed her a box. “You need to put these back on,” she told her wife. 

Inside were Kieran’s wedding rings, and a necklace with two hearts. The first said “Always, and Only You”. The second said “Absolutely, Exclusively, Eternally.” Kieran studied the jewelry, shaking her head. 

“You are my wife, Lenara,” she advised the Trill. “I belong to you.”

“You have a life to live there, Kieran, and you have to. Your Kit needs you. And I have a daughter I’ve never met, and an obligation to the Kieran I married. Don’t cling to this life. Don’t put yourself through that. Go back and make as much of that world as you’ve made of this one, my love. You have given me happiness beyond my wildest dreams, and I thank you for every second of it.”

“My beautiful Lenara,” Kieran’s vocal chords felt like they were in a vice grip, “I will never stop loving you. I never have, and I never can. Robbie,” she grabbed her second wife, “you take care of each other. Don’t let Kieran Kahn keep you apart. If she can’t see reason, cut her loose. You two belong together, as much as I ever belonged with either of you. I’ll miss you both every day. And you have to make sure my children don’t forget me. Please, Robbie, promise me.”

“I promise, love. I’ll take care of everything, you know I will. I love you, Kieran. Be well.”

Kieran kissed her goodbye, lingering over the gentleness of her lips. Then she gathered Lenara into a passionate embrace. “I love you so, Lenara. God, I am sorry I promised you this. Please, take care of Cami and Gerry. And of yourself, my beloved. You will always be in my heart.”

“Kieran,” Lenara cried softly, clinging to her. “You changed my life in ways I’ll never fully appreciate. But I will think of you every day for as long as I live. I love you, with all my heart.”

Kieran studied both of her wives. “Take the children to Beverly, now,” she directed them. “I’ll change in the ensuite.”

She emerged from the bathroom dressed in Trill robes, cream and vermillion, carrying a pillow with the skay’unaf she had given Lenara on their wedding night.  She knelt before her two wives, performing the ancient ritual of severance. “Shar fanu’thalae,” she said solemnly. “Ni fanuar’de’ma nifel’re. Sharumoy fanua’thal’nara eret skay’unaf.” Kieran took the ritual implement from the pillow and made a horizontal cut across her abdomen, drawing her own blood. “Par’de ni’comple, par’de quavirun,” she recited.

Lenara and Robin turned their backs on her, as the ritual required. Kieran returned to the ensuite, dripping blood, and put on her uniform. She had lived a Trill identified life with Lenara and Robin Thompson, and to leave the marriage required no less than the ritual of severance, brutal though it was. She would rather bleed all over her uniform than suffer the indignity of closing the ritual wound with a dermal regenerator. 

Kieran boarded the shuttle with her various boxes and containers, mementos of a six and half year stay in another dimension, of a full life cut short by necessity. She checked her controls, tapped her comm badge, and requested clearance to depart. She could hardly see the conn for her tears.

__________________

The wormhole opened in a blaze of light, and Robin Kahn checked  the launch sequencer. “The probe is away,” she announced. “Telemetry coming in. There’s a shuttle coming through.”

Lenara Kahn glanced at Commander Riley. “Launch the drone with the remains, Commander, on my mark. Mark.”

“Drone is away,” he advised.

“I’ve got steady readings at all gravitational check points,” Naomi Wildman reported.

“The exotic matter stream is stable,” Kit chimed in.

“The drone and the shuttle are on a collision course,” Robin shouted. “Damn it, Riley, redirect the drone,” she snapped.

“Compensating,” he punched in commands. 

“The shuttle is still in it’s path, and changing course.”

Inside the wormhole, Kieran Thompson visualized the drone heading straight at her, and tried to maneuver to miss it. She had to fire her thrusters to clear the hurtling object, and breathed a sigh of relief as it passed her by. That was a drone. That means Kieran Kahn didn’t survive, because there’s not enough room for a human being in one of those models. Holy shit, I came back to swap places with a dead body. Kieran frantically punched the controls, trying to turn the shuttle around to go back. She slammed the shuttle into full reverse at impulse, and the backwash created a terrible disturbance inside the wormhole. 

“She fired her thrusters,” Robin smacked the control board angrily. “Damn it, she’s trying to turn back. Kit, what’s happening.”

“It’s started another chain reaction. Gravitational redshift is off,” she said hollowly. “The exotic matter is collapsing the wormhole at the aperture,” she panicked, trying to compensate by manually adjusting the infusion rate.

“Gravitational checkpoint seven is imploding,” Naomi bit her lip. “We’re losing the corridor.

“Commander, can you lock on?” Picard barked.

“I’ve got a tentative—damn it, I’m losing her,” his fingers flew over the controls. “I’ve got her—lost her,” he swore under his breath.

The ship rocked as the wormhole collapsed and the shuttle exploded with Kieran Thompson inside.

“I’ve got a lock,” Riley breathed a sigh of relief. “Beaming to sickbay. Medical Emergency,” he announced, keying the controls to transport Kieran to Beverly Picard. “Life signs are thready.”

Naomi and Kit ran for the turbolift, while Robin, Lenara and Commander Riley shut down the negative energy field. 

“I can take it from here, Doctor Kahn,” Riley assured the two women. “You’d better get to sickbay. She was in very bad shape.”

_______________

Naomi Wildman steadied herself by hanging onto her daughter. “Dear God,” she hid her face in Kit’s shoulder. “It’s just like my hallucination,” she whimpered.

Beverly Picard, Chief Medical Officer of Enterprise, spoke aloud for the medical team. “Massive head trauma. There’s a duranium fragment in her skull, right side. The maxillary bones are fractured, the orbital is comminuted, and the optic nerve is severed,” she reported. “Get the bleed stabilized,” she barked at her head nurse, Alyssa Ogawa. “Her right eye is gone,” Picard reported. 

“Doctor, her heart is failing. She’s bleeding into her chest. Right lung has collapsed,” the medic attending reported tersely. “She’s got a perfectly symmetrical wound on her abdomen that’s also bleeding.”

“Cauterize the wound to her right arm before she bleeds out, damn it,” Picard snapped at him. “Then get to the chest.”

“She’s burned badly,” Ogawa kept scanning. “I’ve got the bypass engaged in three, two, one. I’ll replicate a heart,” she went to the replicator, feeding data from the biobed sensors.

“The cerebral bleed is stable,” Picard reported. “I’ve got to get that fragment out. How’s the chest wound?”

“The lung is still collapsed, Doctor.”

“Okay,” Picard breathed, “I can work with this now.” She looked at Ogawa. “Get the dermal regenerator protocol for 3rd degree burns loaded into the computer. Prep her for surgery. I’ve got to get that heart out of there, and that duranium fragment has to come out. This is going to be one hell of a long day,” she advised her staff. “Get the beta shift in here. We need backup. Pollard,” she barked at the medic. “Get Starfleet Medical on subspace and advise them we’ve got burn trauma and I need a neuro consult. Get Kate Pulaski on this, no one less, and tell her we need Shapiro on the neuro. I’ve never seen a head trauma this bad that wasn’t fatal,” she muttered. “Alyssa, I need a microstasis field around the eye socket. I can’t piece this mess together without a field. I’m not sure I can salvage much of the bone,” she decided. She finally looked up from Kieran’s body, and saw the looks of horror on Naomi and Kit’s faces. “Alyssa,” she said urgently. “Get them out of here. They should never have been allowed to see this. Right now,” she said under her breath. 

Alyssa Ogawa peeled her surgical gloves off and took the two women out of the operating theatre. “You have to wait outside. She’s going to be fine, I promise. It’s going to take a long time for this surgery, though, so don’t fret. Doctor Picard will brief you as soon as we know more.”

Lenara and Robin arrived just then, and Alyssa gently pushed Kit and Naomi at them. “Get them out of here, Doctor’s orders. I’ll send a medic to check them for shock.”

“Just like my hallucination,” Naomi repeated.

Kit grabbed her shoulders. “But she lived, right?”

Naomi nodded. “She lived. It took her two years to recover, but she lived.”

________________

Naomi Wildman slept in Lenara Kahn’s arms, her brain utterly overloaded by the sight of her wife’s wrecked body. Lenara held her protectively, letting her sleep. After six hours, Beverly Picard emerged from the OR, a grim expression on her face.

“Na,” Lenara shook her gently. “The Doctor wants to talk to us,” she whispered.

Beverly sat down beside Naomi, taking her hands. “She’s got 3rd degree burns over 60% of her body, mostly above the thighs. She’s had a duranium fragment imbedded in the right side of her head that penetrated the facial bones, destroyed her right eye, and lacerated the optic nerve. Her artificial heart failed, and her right lung collapsed. Her right arm may have to be amputated, there’s so much damage to the muscles and nerves. If we can get her through the next few hours, she’s got a good chance for survival, but there is extensive brain damage, and we just aren’t sure. The swelling in her brain is the critical factor, now. We’re flooding her with neural anti-inflammatories, but there’s still going to be edemic reaction at the subdural level. If we can minimize it, she’ll pull through. I’m sorry the news isn’t better. Oh, and there’s something else. Our scans indicate she’s aged over six years in the past six months. Your theory about the temporal discrepancy was right. If she comes out of this with her memories intact, she’s going to have lived a small lifetime since you last saw her,” Beverly sighed. “Long enough that she had a baby almost two years ago.”

Naomi was visibly staggered. “She—how do you know?”

“Post-partum hormonal changes are precisely measurable, and her uterine lining clearly has the changes associated with child bearing. Kieran had a baby, sometime while she was displaced.”

“Can we see her?” Naomi demanded.

“She’s not conscious, but you can go in. I’m keeping her anesthetized because her burns are severe, and if she regains consciousness, she’ll be in horrid pain. The dermal regeneration should take a couple of days, and then we’ll know if we have to do deep grafting. We’re cloning her skin, just in case. Speaking of skin, you should see the amazing tattoo on her back. We’ve got her on her left side, to avoid any disruption of the right side of her head. Don’t touch her, whatever you do. The upper part of her back is about the only portion of her torso that isn’t burned.” Beverly stood to go. “You don’t have to go in, you know. She’ll never know the difference, and it’s a fairly difficult sight, so be forewarned. She doesn’t look like Kieran, at all, right now.”

“I’m going.” Naomi breezed by the Doctor, marching into the sickbay. 

Kit was right behind her.

“Come on, Robbie, they’re going to need us.” Lenara led her wife through the doors, expecting the worst.

Kit took one look at her mother and started to vomit. Robin hustled her out of the sickbay and into the corridor. Naomi and Lenara stayed behind, though they both had to fight not to be ill.

“Jesus,” Naomi breathed, “my hallucination was never this bad,” she shook her head. “She—damn, Lenara, look at her hair—what’s left of it, anyway. It’s all the way down her back.”

Lenara nodded. “It’s been years for her Na. By the Gods of Mak’ala,” she swore. “She married Lenara Kahn.” She slapped her hand over her mouth, but it was too late.

“She—what?” Naomi moved around to the side of the bed where Lenara stood. 

“She’s got a kosbenara,” she explained. “And look at these symbols. This is probably a wormhole,” she pointed to the swirl at the right base of the pyramid. “And the bird is Robin.”

Naomi nodded, numbed by the vision of Kieran’s injuries. “The third eye chakra—something Kit taught her,” she pointed to the eye of Osiris. “I’m the only thing missing from this mural,” she realized sadly.

“Sweetie,” Lenara held her tightly. “You know how Kieran is. When she and I were torn apart from each other, she didn’t even mention me to anyone for years. She is the queen of denial, when something really hurts her. That’s got to be the explanation.”

“Or else she married you and forgot me completely,” Naomi said miserably. She moved around the biobed, looking at Kieran’s body. “She’s wearing a wedding ring, Nara. Not the ones we exchanged, either. Do you recognize it?”

Lenara glanced at it. “No, I don’t. It’s not a design I’ve ever seen.”

Robin came back in then, overhearing their speculation. “Kit is going back to her quarters. Jenny is with her,” she reported. “Let me look,” she squeezed by them. “That’s just like the ring Kieran gave me,” she realized. “She—was she married to me?”

Lenara took Robin to see the tattoo. “I’m going to guess she was married to both of us,” she pointed to the symbols on Kieran’s back.

“Oh my God,” Robin moaned. “She tried to tell me—the night before we tested the exotic matter generators—” she hung her head, realizing she’d said too much.

“Tried to tell you what?” Naomi asked. “Robbie, she tried to tell you what?”

“I’m ashamed to say this, Na. She told me that you and Lenara are in love with each other, and I got pretty pissed off at her for saying that. She tried to tell me that the four of us should just—be with each other, because what you two feel is so deep. I told her she was crazy. I didn’t want to see it, even though I knew she was right about you both. She tried to tell me that your loving each other wasn’t a threat to me, or to her. She was so sincere about it. She just kept trying to make me see that love is about inclusion, not rules and boundaries and exclusions. She said that if you wanted to be with Lenara, or with me, or with both of us, she would accept that, because the relationship would be based upon deep seated emotion. She said love multiplies. I guess she must have run across a Robin Lefler with a more open mind than me,” she said in self-reproach.

Captain Picard entered the sickbay, glancing at Kieran. He winced visibly, then turned to Naomi. “We’ve recovered some of Kieran’s personal effects from the debris. Would you like to go through them?”

Naomi considered. “Should I, or is it a violation of her privacy?” she asked Robin.

“I think she’d forgive you, if it is. We could all use a distraction, and maybe there will be some clues as to what she’s been through in the past six years,” Robin supplied.

_________________

Among the clothing and data PADDs, Naomi found several duranium shielded containers that held printed photographs. Another held PADDs with holoimages that could be printed out. And inside the last container, she found Kieran’s wedding rings from Qian, and the necklace with the two hearts she had given Kieran.

She swallowed hard, understanding at once that if Kieran had removed the jewelry, it was because she considered their marriage over with. She thumbed through the first batch of photographs, mostly baby pictures. “I wonder who this child belonged to?” she showed the photos to Lenara and Robin.

“Look at her hair, Na. She was yours,” Lenara pointed out. “And look at her eyes. Kit’s eyes.”

“Oh God, you’re right. Kit and I were engaged in one of my hallucinations,” she murmured. “I guess in that dimension, we got married,” she realized.

Robin’s jaw dropped. “You had hallucinations of being engaged to Kit, before you ever met her?”

Naomi nodded. She told them the entire triad of hallucinations, and both women were floored by the portions that had come to pass.

“And here’s the proof,” Robin held up a photo she had found. “You, Kit, the little girl, and a newborn. Who’s the blonde?”

Naomi pressed her fingers to her lips. “My mother. Samantha Wildman. Dear God, she’s alive, over there.”

Lenara’s brain was reeling. “You’re married to your daughter in that world. How bizarre.” She looked through a set of photos, gasping. “Kieran was pregnant,” she held up a picture of the lanky woman with a distended stomach. “Picard called that one right.”

“Shit, Nara,” Robin breathed. “Here’s the wedding pictures. Yours, mine, and Kieran’s,” she handed Lenara each picture in turn. “And here’s another set of just you and KT. I guess you guys must have gotten married first, because look—Kieran’s hair is longer in the photos of the three of us than in these,” she deduced. “Who are these two women, with us?”

Naomi grabbed the photo Robin held out. “Kahless balls,” she closed her eyes against the rush of pain. “Cassidy Thompson. We took Kieran away from her sister, her wives, her children, and we sent back a coffin with two dead bodies,” she nearly fainted. “No wonder she tried to go back. She probably saw the torpedo casing and knew Kieran Kahn was dead.”

“There are reams of photos of Cassidy,” Robin looked through them all. “She must be running the manatee preserve, from the looks of these, and I’ll bet this is her wife. And there’s the answer to the next question. Violet and Gerry. Both alive and well, and Kieran laughing with them,” she gave Naomi the evidence. 

Lenara got tears in her eyes. “Here’s one of Kieran and me—and she’s pregnant,” she bit her lip. “And this must be our son,” she added, showing the photo to Naomi and Robin. “Nice spots, buddy,” she whispered.

“The first birthday,” Naomi’s eyes misted. “Look at how happy you guys are,” she was getting choked up. “What a gorgeous little boy. Nara, he looks just like you,” she said, sounding proud. The photo showed Kieran and Lenara holding Gerry’s arms to keep him from tumbling over while he tried to blow out his candle. 

“And here’s Robbie at the same party, pregnant. Looks like you guys did all marry each other, and had a family together. I’ll bet either of you a week’s salary that the little boy is named Gerry, and the little girl is Cassidy,” Naomi challenged them.

“I wouldn’t take that bet,” Robin said softly. “Hey, here’s one with Seven in it. Kathryn’s nowhere around, though. It’s just Naomi, Kit, Samantha, Lenara and Seven. I’m guessing it’s from some sort of ceremony, like a promotion Kit got, because she’s in dress whites.”

“This one looks a lot older,” Naomi puzzled over it. “Look how young Kit is. I’ll bet that’s not our Kieran, but she wanted the photo because it’s Kit.

They had been through all of the photos several times, amazed at the story contained in them. Beneath another data PADD, Naomi found a framed photo. Lenara, Robin, and Kieran stood together, holding hands and gazing into each other’s faces. They were on a beach, probably in Florida, at sunset. “Look at how they’re looking at each other,” she clasped her hand to her chest. “You can just feel how much they love each other. Look at your face, Lenara, how vulnerable you look, and Robbie, you look so moved. Kieran looks so calm, so serene. It’s breathtaking.”

“Hand me that PADD,” Robin requested. She tapped in commands. “Oh, my,” she blushed. “Kieran has a graphic collection, too. All nudes. Actually, very tastefully done. Posed, I would guess. This whole PADD is you, Nara. She clearly finds you a worthy subject,” she grinned. “Wow, look at this one,” she handed it round. Lenara Thompson sat on a blanket in front of their fireplace, naked, but turned so that her arm covered any view of her breasts, her buttocks soft against the fabric, and she was gazing up at the ceiling, a look of innocence and angelic rapture on her face. 

Naomi studied the photo intently, her heart pounding in her chest. “God, Nara, you’re just stunning,” she breathed.

“It’s not me, though,” she retorted, embarrassed.

“Look at her shoulder, in this one. She has the same symbols on her skin as the ones on Kieran’s tattoo—the bird, the wormhole, but a starfish instead of the eye. Clearly a statement of your unity,” Naomi said softly.

“Ah, and here’s the third. On Robbie’s shoulder. The same three symbols,” Lenara pointed to the tiny markings. “Nice pose, too,” she grinned. Robin sat cross legged, completely naked, grinning wildly for the camera.

“This PADD has a chronology on it, guys,” Robin reported excitedly. “Stardates and events. Kit and Naomi were married, because here’s the date they tied the knot. Their little girl was born two years later, Annika Samantha, and they called her Annie. Their second child was Noell Lenara. It says Naomi almost died in childbirth with Noell,” she scrolled backwards. “Here’s the beginning. Kieran Thompson married Lenara Kahn while she was visiting Trill, assigned to Enterprise. She took the name Kahn. They adopted Kit McCallister when Kit was ten years old. Kit and Naomi married out of the Academy, and had two kids. Kieran Kahn was lost on this date, which does not match that of our experiment, and she was four months pregnant, with her first biological child. Lenara Kahn married Kieran Wildman, it says, fifteen months after the accident. They changed their names to Thompson. Gerald Bejal Thompson was born fifteen months later, and shortly after his birth, Robin Lefler married the Thompsons. She later conceived their daughter, Cassidy Cameron Thompson. When Cassidy was nine months old, the message came from us, stating that we were going to rescue Kieran. The chronology ends there.”

“It boggles the mind,” Naomi murmured, looking over the photos again. 

“Wow, these are nice,” Lenara said softly, scrolling through yet another set of holoimages. She programmed the device to play the equivalent of a slide show, and a three dimensional image popped up from the projector. 

Kieran Thompson walked across the room, taking Lenara in her arms and kissing her. Lenara smiled up at her, held out her hand and Robin Lefler appeared, reaching for Lenara. She was drawn into the circle of arms, and the three women stood together, heads leaning against one another’s, smiling. 

“It’s official,” Lenara said to the two women. “Robbie’s insemination took. We’re having a little girl.”

The next series played. 

Kieran Thompson appeared, waving at the camera person. “Cass, you goofus, put that damned thing down. Cameron says to get your ass in the kitchen,” Kieran giggled. “You are so p-whipped.” 

Cassidy came into the frame. “Me? I’ve only got one wife, Kelsey. You’re double whipped. A dog with two masters,” she teased, hugging her sister. 

“Yeah, but you should see the bones they give me, honey,” Kieran waggled her eyebrows.

Naomi, Lenara and Robin burst out laughing. “That’s our KT,” Robin enthused. 

The next sequence opened in black and white, with Kieran lying on the couch, seemingly asleep, wearing nothing but a faint curl at the edges of her lips. Lenara walked into the frame, also naked, smoothed her hands over Kieran’s shoulders, and leaned down to kiss her. She was immediately gathered into Kieran’s arms, resting against her body, gazing into each other’s eyes, neither speaking. The color gradually appeared in the frames, so that by the time they were lying together, the images were in full color. As the sequence ended, the color faded to sienna hues.

“Very artistic,” Naomi sighed. “Lovely.”

Another black and white set of images portrayed Robin, naked and sitting in the floor, legs drawn up against her chest, a forlorn look on her face. Lenara entered the frame, also naked, kneeling in the floor, resting her hands on Robin’s legs, then touching her face. Lenara had clearly been crying. Robin reached for Lenara, kissing her deeply, pulling her into a sturdy lap, cradling her while they kissed.

Lenara studied the image, playing it again. “I wonder why they are so sad,” she puzzled over it. She looked at the date stamp. “Oh,” she understood. “They’re sad because that’s when they found out Kieran was leaving them.”

The next vignette showed Cassidy Thompson, coming into Kieran’s hospital room and taking baby Gerry from her sister. 

“You did good work, Kelsey. He’s a miracle. And thank God, he looks like your gorgeous wife and not you,” she teased, cooing at the baby. 

Kieran smirked at her. “Yeah,” she said sarcastically. “Lucky thing. You know when you were born, the delivery staff poked their own eyes out with a forceps,” she smarted. “AAAAHHHH, my eyes, my eyes,” she teased, mimicking gouging out her eyes. 

Cassidy kissed her cheek. “I love you Kelsey,” she smiled at her sister. “Clear around the world, and back again.” 

Kieran gazed up at her, tugging her down to kiss her back. “I love you too, honey. We’re naming the next one after you, I promise.”

All three women laughed, then sobered simultaneously. “Cassidy found out today that Kieran’s really dead,” Naomi murmured. “They all found out. And now they’re wishing they hadn’t let Kieran come back at all. And so am I.” She considered awhile longer. “What if Kieran wants to go back? I mean, really, what’s keeping her here? She has kids there, two wives, and a family that’s grieving because she died. And Cassidy is there,” Naomi pointed out.

Lenara shook her head. “We can’t send her back. It’s too dangerous. End of story.”

Naomi’s head spun toward the Trill. “Isn’t that her decision?”

“How can you even ask that, Na? She’s fighting for her life right now, and you’re asking if it’s her decision? I am not putting her in harm’s way again, no way. You call it selfish, or whatever you want to call it, but I’m not risking her death.”

Naomi exhaled her momentary ire. “Okay, you’re right. I’m sorry, Nara. It’s just—God, I feel like we stole her life from her.”

Robin considered, thinking to herself. Maybe we can give it back to her, if we stole it.

___________

Kieran Thompson emerged from her coma into a world of agony. What was left of the synaptic connections in her brain overloaded with the onslaught of pain from diffuse burns, blunt trauma, and fractured bone. She awoke with a gasp and a guttural scream. The medical team scurried to take vital signs to assess the relative safety of sedating her to the edge of unawareness again. The influx of pain dampening chemicals only tempered the edge of her suffering, and the Doctor supplemented the various hyposprays with cortical nerve blocks.

Kieran could only see with one eye, not realizing that the other had been destroyed, but she could make out the features of three familiar women, looking on with obvious concern. 

“Kieran,” Naomi leaned close, not knowing if the injured woman had any cognizance of who she was, but hoping. “We’re taking you to Starfleet Medical for treatment. They have the best neurological researchers and surgeons in the quadrant. It’s going to be okay.” Naomi wished she could touch her wife to reassure her, but so much of her body was in ruins, there was no place that wouldn’t cause further pain.

Kieran didn’t respond, but her remaining eye wandered over to where Robin and Lenara stood, each trying to mask the horror they felt at the sight of their longtime friend. 

“Naomi, I don’t think she can understand you,” Doctor Picard advised. “Her brain damage is extensive.”

Naomi gave her a defiant look and moved closer to her wife. “KT, it’s Naomi. You have to hang on. For me, you have to,” she urged. She could have sworn she saw a glimmer of recognition in Kieran’s eye.

Kieran Thompson raised her left arm, beseeching, reaching toward Lenara and Robin, a primal sound issuing from her chest. She started to cry. Robin nudged Lenara, both women moving toward her. Kieran reached for Lenara’s cheek, touching it so gently, Lenara’s eyes filled with tears. She tried to say her name, but it came out sounding only remotely like “Nara”. Lenara kissed her hand tenderly, holding it against her face. 

“My love,” she whispered in Kieran’s ear, so no one else could hear. “You have to hang on. I can’t do this without you, honey,” she said softly. “I love you so much, Kieran.”

Kieran squeezed her hand. It was all she needed to hear, and everything she needed to know.

Naomi turned to the medic on duty. “Hail Kit Wildman and tell her her mother is awake. She needs to be here,” she requested.

Kit arrived momentarily, wild-eyed. “You’re awake?” she squeaked, laughing. “Oh, Mom, thank God,” she moved toward the woman in ruins, not certain how to touch her. “I want to hug you, but I can’t without hurting you.”

Lenara said, in Kit’s ear, “Honey, she might not know where she is. Just tell her she has to get better, and how much you love her, okay?”

Kit nodded, and leaned down to whisper to her mother. “You have to get better, Mom. I need you. And I love you more than basketball. You have to fight, Mom, really hard. I know everything hurts, right now, but I promise, it will get better. I’ll get you through this. We all will.”

Robin came last, leaning down beside Kieran’s ear. “You were right, KT. Love does multiply. I’m starting to see the possibilities, now. So you have to pull through, because I need you to teach me how to get outside the box, like you did. I want to grow, Kieran. I need to. You’re my inspiration, honey. I love you now, and I’ll love you forever.”

Kieran approximated a smile before she drifted back to sleep, succumbing to the anesthetizing medication that Doctor Picard had mercifully provided.

_______________ 

Kieran Thompson emerged from her fourth surgery in six weeks, regaining consciousness with some measure of her memories intact. Naomi Wildman smiled brightly as she came into Kieran’s room, hands filled with a bouquet of cheerfully colored flowers. 

“Hi, KT,” she called out to the distracted woman, who was staring out the window at the clouds. “How are you this morning?” 

Naomi placed the stems in a vase, one of several that had been sent to wish the recovering Commander well. She carried the vase to the ensuite and filled it with water, then placed it on Kieran’s nightstand. She took a few moments to arrange the fragrant blossoms, then turned to fuss over Kieran’s bandages.

“The second round of regenerative surgery really made a difference,” she commented as she peeked beneath the dermal sheeting. “The new tissue looks healthy and natural,” she added.

Kieran only smiled. The neuroregenerative therapy still hadn’t restored her ability to talk, not fully, and she was embarrassed at her blunted ability to articulate her thoughts. She silently prayed Naomi wouldn’t force her to talk today.

Ruthless to a fault, Naomi whipped out the flash cards the speech therapist had given her. “Okay. Today we’re going to work on ‘R’ ‘S’ and ‘W’,” she announced.

Kieran sighed in resignation. “AAAWWWR,” she repeated, “EHHHT, uhn HAAUUU,” she painstakingly tried to mimic Naomi. She fought back the immediate rush of frustration. She could hear the sounds plainly, knew what she wanted her mouth and her vocal chords to do, but couldn’t harness the muscles properly.

Naomi grinned and kissed her forehead. “Thanks for not fighting me, KT. I know you hate this, but you’ll recover a lot faster if you do some of the work yourself, instead of waiting for your brain to completely regenerate.”

Kieran nodded and grasped Naomi’s wrist, tugging her down for a hug. She was weak, but managed to get both arms around the thin young woman. “Na,” she struggled to make her tongue and lips do her bidding. “Th-th-th-an yu,” she gutted out the simple sentence.

Naomi relaxed into the older woman’s faint embrace. “Don’t thank me, KT,” she murmured. “Just get better soon.”

Kieran’s day was an endless parade of visitors, it seemed. Admiral Brand stopped by with a box of chocolates, which she had to sneak by the nurses. Jenny Calvert brought more flowers. The assistant coaches came by with video of the team, encouraging words, and reassurance that Kieran’s spot on the bench would be warm for her when she could resume her duties. Kit came by at lunch to kiss her mother, bringing her a skull cap for her shaved head to keep it warm. Lenara stopped by every morning and every afternoon, without fail, to read Kieran the latest gossip magazine, articles from Sports Illustrated, or to tell her the goings on in the lab. Robin came every evening, armed with flash cards at Naomi’s insistence, so that Kieran got at least two speech therapy sessions a day.

Some days, just the regulars came. But she awoke one afternoon to find B'Elanna, Noah, Seven, Kathryn, Katie, and Kelsey standing there quietly, waiting for her to awaken. Kelsey had been the one to speak, and the sound of his voice startled her from her dream.

“Oh, my Go-ud,” she covered her mouth with her hand, speaking almost intelligibly. “Co-um hewe,” she held out her arms, and was engulfed in hugs.

“The Sato was in the neighborhood,” Kathryn explained, “and your ex-wife and daughter just wouldn’t let me hear the end of it until I brought them to visit. Harry and Phoebe are coming later today,” she added. “And mother.”

Kieran couldn’t help crying, she was so glad to see them all. Katie was frightened by her appearance, and kept a safe distance, asking her mother why ‘Marmar’ lost her hair and had that black thing over her face where her eye used to be. Kieran tapped in messages on a PADD, handing it to B'Elanna.

“Tell her I’m a pirate,” B'Elanna read aloud, laughing. “Benal,” she chuckled, “you look like one bad ass pirate, that’s for sure.”

Naomi came in just then. “She looks terrific, compared to when we brought her in. You can peruse the medical logs, if you’ve got the stomach for it, Lanna. Kit tossed her lunch the second she walked in. And that kid watches gory movies all the time, so it was bad.”

Seven had Naomi in a firm hug, whispering, “How is it going? Has she mentioned her other wives, yet?”

“Not a word,” Naomi confided. “We’re not sure she remembers.”

“It might be best if she doesn’t,” Seven supplied. “You look tired, sweetie. I think I should take leave and come stay with you, help you out. Would you like that?”

“It’s not necessary, but you know I’d love to have you with me. I’ve missed you something terrible, your Borgness.” She hugged the Borg close. “But Lenara and Robbie help with everything, and Kieran isn’t going to come home anytime soon, it seems. They have another surgery set for next week.”

“What’s this one for?” Noah asked, shouldering his son to keep him from squirming away.

“They’re rebuilding the bone structure where her eye used to be. They’ve got an optical implant ready to go, but her facial structure is too weak to support it. They’re going to insert some bone stimulators around the area, and reinforce it with cloned bone. If that doesn’t make it strong enough for the implant, they’ll have to do a whole prosthetic eye socket out of titanium. You should see the wiring and control interface for the optical implant, Lanna. The schematics are amazing. I’ll forward them to your comm account.”

“How’s the arm?” Noah was concerned for Kieran’s basketball career.

“They didn’t amputate, but she’s going to have to rehab like crazy to get back the coordination. They had to put some cybernetic relays in it, to replace damaged nerve tissue and muscle. That means she ineligible to play in the WNBA, now. You can’t have cybernetic enhancements and meet the eligibility rules. They already cashed out her disability insurance and paid off her contract. Her team and the owners have been great, though. They’ve all been to visit, and they’re dedicating the upcoming season to her. There’s talk about her doing color commentary for next year, but we have to get her talking again, first.”

“I ta-uk,” Kieran managed to say. “Ju not goo-uhd,” she crossed her arms petulantly. 

“What did she say, Mommy?” Katie demanded.

“She says she talks, just not good,” B'Elanna repeated. “I think you sound articulate and eloquent, BangwIj,” she praised her. “And I know by summer, you’ll be yammering at us all and we’ll be wishing you couldn’t talk again,” she teased. 

Kieran stuck her tongue out at B'Elanna. 

“Well, the smart ass factor is still intact, anyway,” B'Elanna smarted.

Kieran was overwhelmed at seeing them all again, and the strain wore her down quickly. She was nodding off in a matter of moments.

“She has a tough time staying awake for long periods,” Naomi explained. “Her brain is still regenerating, and the nanite therapy takes it out of her pretty badly. Talking wears her down, too. But I know she’s really glad to see all of you. You could come back tomorrow, maybe one or two at a time? That seems to tax her less. Is that okay?” she negotiated her wife’s schedule.

“Of course it is,” Kathryn spoke up. “Whatever you think is best, sweetie,” she hugged her daughter. “How are you holding up, Na?”

Naomi’s chin quivered momentarily. She hadn’t expected the kindness from her mother. “I’m okay, I guess. It’s been—difficult. I don’t know how much she remembers, whether she even knows we’re married. We can’t carry on an involved enough conversation for me to get any sense of what she knows and doesn’t know. She seems cheerful, so I have to wonder if she lost all her memories of that other dimension. That would be the merciful thing, I think. But I just can’t tell.”

Seven wrapped an arm around Naomi. “You think about my offer, sweetie. Your mom and I agree, if you need me here, I’ll be here. We want to help however we can.”

“Thanks, Moms, both of you. This has been a major ordeal, start to finish. I don’t think Lenara is ever going to forgive herself for this and it’s not even her fault,” she advised. “The strain is just killing her, and neither Robbie nor I can reach her emotionally. She’s on the edge of a total meltdown,” Naomi said sadly.

“I could talk to her,” Seven offered. “I’ve certainly dealt with my share of guilt, after all,” she supplied.

“I’d try anything at this point, Mom. She’s just beating herself constantly over it. If Kieran knew, she’d have a few choice words for Doctor Kahn, but I think she’s oblivious to most of what’s going on. Though she remembered all of you, so that’s a very good sign.”

_______________

Lenara Kahn came for her afternoon visit, finding Kieran alone. Naomi was in class, and the usual entourage of afternoon folks wasn’t due for another twenty minutes.

Kieran’s eyes lit up the second Lenara came in. She held out her arms to the Trill, gathering her in close. “My boo-t-ful Len-a-ruh,” she struggled over the words, cradling her gently.

“Hello, my love.” Lenara kissed her softly, touching her face. “How are you feeling today? I heard you had a whole parade of visitors from the Sato,” she smiled. 

“Seven,” she said clearly. “Ka-tee.”

“Yes, and B'Elanna and Noah and Kathryn, too,” she agreed, sitting beside Kieran on the bed. “You’re starting to look like your old self, again, sweetie.”

“Pi-ra-te,” she laughed, pointing to her eye patch.

“Not for long. Your optical implant should be installed in two, three weeks tops.”

Kieran reached for her gingerly. “Hold you,” she said distinctly. “Love you,” she added.

Lenara allowed Kieran to pull her down on the bed, lying with her. She knew Kieran had no idea she was not Lenara Thompson, but she didn’t have the heart to tell her any different. “I love you, too, honey. I miss you so much,” she admitted.

Kieran kissed her hair gently. “Miss you,” she agreed. “Home,” she said hopefully. “Go home.”

Lenara’s eyes filled with tears. “Soon, honey. Soon.” She wondered how she would ever explain that Kieran’s home was not her home.

Kieran closed her eyes, heart thrumming with the nearness of her beloved Lenara. “Nara,” she whispered, nuzzling her temple. She grasped Lenara’s hand, kissing it tenderly. “Home, Nara,” she urged. 

Lenara tried not to cry, because it always upset Kieran terribly, but it was difficult when the plaintiveness in her tone was so apparent. “Sweetie,” she replied. “I know you want to go home.”

“Home,” Kieran nodded vigorously. “Home, Kit, Nara, me,” she said the only words that mattered to her.

“What about Robbie?” Lenara wanted to be sure just how much Kieran recalled.

“Ro—bee,” Kieran agreed. “Home. Ro-bee home.”

Lenara handed her a PADD. “Tell me, honey. Tell me what you want to do.”

Kieran tapped the keys thoughtfully, struggling to put together sentences. She understood everything people said, but sometimes, when she tried to talk back, the words got jumbled. She might mean to say “girl” and accidentally say “lemon”. She was having to relearn associations, for certain things. She handed Lenara the PADD.

“My beautiful Lenara,” Lenara read aloud, noting the words were spelled correctly, which was a very good sign, “take me home. I need to hold you. I miss Kit and Robbie, and you. I want to sleep next to you. I love you. Miss kissing you, loving your body. It hurts.”

Lenara kissed her tenderly then, careful of her facial injuries. “Does that help?”

Kieran nodded. “Helps.” She touched Lenara’s face, thinking she had never seen a more beautiful woman anywhere. “Pretty,” she whispered.

Lenara dreaded the flood of memories Kieran would likely get with the next round of therapy. She strongly suspected Kieran would be so depressed by them, that she might give up on her physical recovery. 

__________________

Robin Kahn resolutely climbed the stairs to the Victorian home she shared with Lenara Kahn, thinking that this night, they would have it out between them, or the relationship would not survive. Lenara was so distant and withdrawn, Robin couldn’t get close to her vulnerability for a second.

She found Lenara upstairs, crying desperately into her pillow. 

“Honey,” Robin dropped her things and rushed to her lover’s side. “What’s wrong? Has something happened?”

Lenara clung to her, crying her eyes out. “Robbie, I have to tell you. God, I can’t take it anymore,” she sobbed, clutching Robin’s uniform tunic. “She thinks I’m Lenara Thompson. She thinks she’s still in their dimension. She keeps asking to come home with you and I, because she thinks we’re all married to each other,” she bellowed.

“You’ve known for weeks, haven’t you?” Robin accused. “That’s why you’ve been acting like I’m not alive, shutting me out, because you were afraid I’d find out. Damn it, Nara, why didn’t you tell me?”

“I wasn’t 100% sure until today,” she explained, still shaking in Robin’s arms. “What the hell are we going to do?”

“Tell her the truth, for God’s sake, what else?” Robin asserted.

“I’m terrified that if we do, she’ll give up. She’s still so sick, Robbie. She could just decide to stop fighting, take a turn for the worst, let herself die.”

“No,” Robin insisted. “She’s out of the woods. She is not going to relapse at this point. Feeding into her delusions is only going to make them worse. We have to tell her.”

“I can’t,” Lenara argued. “I just can’t be the one to break her heart, Robbie. She’s so fragile, now, so malleable.”

“Then I’ll tell her. She can’t cling to some fantasy, Lenara. The women she married don’t exist here.”

Lenara thought Robin was just being cruel. “Could you maybe show a modicum of compassion for her?”

“For Christ’s sake, Nara, she’s my best friend. I’m compassionate. I care terribly what happens to her. But this is a psychological delusion, and it has to be dealt with promptly and accurately,” she contended. “Your feeling sorry for her is only going to fuel her illusions, create the fiction that you care more for her than you do. You can’t let that happen.”

“How I feel for her is no illusion,” Lenara spat, pulling away from her wife. “But it does seem to threaten the hell out of you. And I think that’s what this is about—not some psychological imperative for the truth, but your insecurity because I still love her.”

“You thought that whole situation with them was pretty keen, didn’t you?” Robin shot back. “Multiple lovers, multiple wives? Because that would solve your problem with Naomi, wouldn’t it?” she snarled angrily. 

“I don’t have a problem with Naomi. What we felt for each other got lost in the chaos of Kieran’s disappearance. Naomi hasn’t got the energy to be in love with anyone, least of all me. She’s just trying to survive. But Naomi and I did fall in love with each other, once, and if she hadn’t been married, we’d have been lovers. But she was married, and I chose to follow my heart to you. I’m questioning whether that was a very good decision, about now, because it’s so obvious to me that Kieran’s life in that other dimension just shook you up so bad, you can’t get your equilibrium back. You saw the love those women had for each other, how good their lives were, and it shattered your neat little definitions all to hell. I can’t believe how entrenched you are in your limited world view, Robin. Nobody is suggesting that we run out and marry anyone else, but that’s what you’re afraid of, just because Kieran asked you to think about the possibility, and then she actually did it herself. Did it ever occur to you that maybe she knows something you don’t?”

“Oh, and there it is. Kieran’s view is necessarily superior, because she can do no wrong with you.”

“Oh, that’s the ticket, all right.” Lenara stormed off the bed. “Because I’m desperately in love with her,” she said sarcastically. “That was my plan all along, you know—to marry you so I could get to her. That makes so much fucking sense, Robbie.”

“Why did you marry me, exactly? Naomi was a breath away from begging you not to. You could have had your cake and eaten it too, Lenara. Both of them. But you walked down the aisle with me, instead. Why? It’s never been me, not for a second. It’s always been them.”

Lenara was so close to screaming at her, she couldn’t believe herself. She clenched her fists, furious. “It was always you, Robbie. First, and foremost. That’s the best I can do. Is it only you? No, it never was, and it never will be. I am TRILL. I don’t love people like a faucet that turns on and off. I love Kieran, and I always have. I’m still wildly attracted to her. I think her wife is stunning. And I know they’d be great together, making love to me. Does that mean I’ve ever slept with them? No, it does not. Does it mean I ever would? No, it does not. Does it mean I want to? Fuck, yes. I’m not perfect. I’d love to know what that’s like. But I made promises to you that I will never break, unless you tell me to. I accept that. What I cannot abide is your constant suspicion and your suffocating insecurity. I’ve never given you a single reason to doubt me or distrust me. You think because Kieran pitched an idea to you about a group setting, that means I’ve bought into it lock, stock and barrel? Maybe I wouldn’t want to share you with anyone else,” she hissed. “Did that ever even occur to you?”

“Would you?” Robin asked, pouting.

Lenara threw her hands up in the air. “Jesus, you’re impossible. I can’t do this right now. I do not have the energy to go through this shit with you right now. Our best friends lives are hanging by a thread, and all you can think about is whether I want to marry them? For the love of God, Robin, Kieran can’t even talk well enough to take wedding vows. Shit, she probably doesn’t understand what they mean, right now. But that’s your biggest worry!” She threw up her hands, thundering down the stairs. “I’m going back to campus. I’ll see you when I feel like I can stand to talk to you without shouting.”

Robin Kahn collapsed onto their bed, listening as Lenara flounced out the door. Could you have handled that any more incompetently, Robbie? Go after her. Tell her you’re sorry. You can’t because you know she’s right. Those pictures, those holographic recordings, they shook you. Because they were all happy—that Robin was incredibly happy, and so were Kieran and Lenara. There was no sign of jealousy, no symptom of discord. And with them, Robin was the third wheel, the outsider, the one they opened their lives to include. 

She dragged herself out of bed and downstairs, rummaged through the refrigerator for something to eat, and settled on leftover corn casserole and a cold beer. It scares you because you’re so afraid of losing Lenara completely, yet you know you love them all. You’ve always loved Kieran. And now you want to protect Naomi so much, you just ache for it. Naomi. She’s the problem. She’s never looked at you that way, never shown the slightest hint of attraction. And that’s why you can’t open your mind. You’re afraid she only wants Lenara, that somehow, if you let that situation evolve, you’ll lose them all to each other.

She sipped her beer, head pounding with a tension headache. Maybe the right thing to do is let her go. Let them all go. Start over—again. Isn’t that always what you do? Start over again, once you’ve wrecked something. This time you have to stay. You promised. You can’t be a coward any longer. And maybe she’s telling the truth. Maybe she and Naomi lost whatever it was they felt. 

For the first time, Robin understood what Kieran had felt, how she could feel sorry for Naomi and Lenara for the opportunity they missed. Robin remembered how the two women had been before Kieran was lost, how close, how solicitous and gentle with one another. Now their interaction was perfunctory, objective driven. For six months, every conversation had been about getting Kieran back, about formulas and variables and what went wrong the first time. Somewhere in there, the tenderness, the attraction, had been lost, as if it had gone through the wormhole with Kieran.

________________

Naomi Wildman was just leaving the hospital to scare up some dinner when Lenara Kahn came into Kieran’s room.

She smiled at the Trill scientist, having not seen her for days. “Nara,” she held out her arms, “how are you, sweetie?”

They hugged briefly, but Lenara was so upset she couldn’t reply.

“What’s wrong, Nara? You look like you’ve got a tornado in your pants.” Naomi touched her face.

“Robbie and I had a big fight. Our worst ever. I said things—harsh, cutting things.” She rested her head on Naomi’s shoulder, thinking how long it had been since they had touched each other. 

Naomi rubbed her shoulders softly, lending support. “Were they exaggerations? Were they true?”

“Everything I said was true. Just—sometimes the truth is ugly, I suppose,” Lenara sighed. She tightened her arms around Naomi. “She finally confronted me about you—about us.”

Naomi smirked. “She’s about six months too late, don’t you think? Honestly, sweetie, have you had a single stray inclination, since the accident? I haven’t. I’ve been too obsessed with getting Kieran home.”

“Me, too. I told Robbie that. But those pictures Kieran brought back—”

Naomi nodded. “I know. Nara, I’m starving, and I really need to eat something, but I want to talk about this. Can we go to the cafeteria and discuss it there?”

Lenara smiled. “A date?”

“Oh, yeah.” Naomi took her hand. “Because I only take beautiful women to the finest dining establishments, where the jello always has pear chunks and the iced tea is instant.”

They laughed together. “Let me say goodbye to Kieran.” Lenara eased herself down beside the fragile woman in the biobed, smiling at her. “Hey, honey, how are you feeling?”

“Lenara?” she said clearly, hugging her. “My Lenara,” she asserted, kissing her gently.

“Yes, honey, your Lenara. I always will be. You take a nap, now, and I’ll come back later, okay?” she asked tenderly.

“Okay. Love you.” She tried to smile, though the nerve damage in her face made it painful.

“I love you, too, baby.” She kissed her cheek carefully.

Naomi waited patiently, watching the two women interact. When they left Kieran’s room, Naomi said quietly, “She thinks you’re Lenara Thompson. You realize that, don’t you?”

“Yes. That’s why Robin and I were fighting. She insists we tell Kieran the truth, right this second, and I think we should wait until she’s stronger. I’m afraid the truth could kill her.”

“Agreed.” Naomi took Lenara’s hand. “I don’t want anything setting her back. Every inch she’s gained has come at such a high price for her. She has nanite therapy tomorrow, and she just hates it. She says she can feel them crawling around inside her skull. It frightens her. The psych eval today puts her intellect at about twelve years old. They expect her to make a full recovery, but for now, she’s filtering things through a kid’s perspective.”

Lenara laughed, squeezing Naomi’s hand. “She’s finally your age,” she teased.

Naomi had to laugh at that. “Damn, I’ve missed this.” She smiled warmly at her friend.

“What, me being a wise-ass?” Lenara grinned, sea green eyes twinkling.

“Being able to laugh. I’ve been wound up so tight for the past eight months, I couldn’t see humor in anything. All I could feel was fear. God, I’ve just been such a geebach. I’m sorry, Nara. I couldn’t tell you a single thing about your life since the day Kieran disappeared. I haven’t asked how you are, I haven’t made you smile, nothing.” She led the Trill into the small cafeteria, and over to the replicators. “Let me buy you dinner. It’s a pretty piss poor apology, but it will have to do until I can think of something worthy of you.”

“You don’t need to apologize, though I’ve missed you. But Na, I’ve been just as scared as you. I kept thinking—” her eyes filled with tears and she covered her mouth. 

Naomi turned from the replicator, taking Lenara’s hands. “Thinking what, honey?” she asked urgently.

“Thinking that you’d never forgive me for losing her,” Lenara admitted, trying not to cry.

Naomi slipped her arms around the delicate boned Trill, holding her warmly. “Honey, I never would have forgiven myself. I didn’t blame you for a nanosecond. I was so busy being angry that I let her put that damned communicator pin on my uniform, I was just hating myself. Because I could have gone with her, otherwise.”

“You could have been killed, too.” Lenara tightened her grip on her friend. “I’m glad she saved you. I could not have coped with losing both of you, and I couldn’t have done the work without you to even attempt a rescue. She knew that, I’m sure, and that was why she did it.”

“No,” Naomi disagreed. “She acted on instinct, like she always has with me. Her immediate impulse is to protect me. I think that’s the most fundamental thing about love—that desire to protect,” she noted. 

They smiled awkwardly, still holding each other, transfixed momentarily by the awareness of all that they had once felt for one another.

“It seems like a lifetime ago, doesn’t it?” Lenara was thinking of that night in the arboretum aboard Enterprise, when she and Naomi had kissed each other and admitted their love for the second time.

“Two lifetimes,” Naomi agreed. “I’ve wondered if losing Kieran wasn’t some sort of punishment for wanting you so badly.”

“I thought the same thing,” Lenara confirmed. “Except Kieran never begrudged us anything we felt.”

“No. We only did that to ourselves,” Naomi realized. “Because we were trying to protect Robbie. So it all goes back to my original point—the desire to protect is the most fundamental part of loving someone. And you know we both love Robbie. So don’t stay mad at her. She’s struggling to make sense of this, just like we are.”

They spent the better part of an hour catching up, Naomi telling Lenara about her classes in the Counselor Training program, Lenara bringing Naomi up to speed on her teaching and research. They realized, in that short time, how much they still connected, when they made the effort to talk about something besides rescue missions and Tesla coils. It was reassuring to them both.

______________


Robin Kahn let herself into the Wildman household, which was a common practice for both families, to come and go as they pleased. She could hear voices upstairs, and realized Jenny and Kit were making love. She stuck her head over the staircase railing. 

“Kit,” she called out, “It’s Robbie. Don’t come down, just close your door.”

There was a rustling of covers, a muffled giggle, and Kit’s feet hit the hardwood floor. “Sorry, Robbie, I didn’t hear you come in. We’re closing the door, now.”

Robin had to smile. At least one relationship had survived Kieran’s disappearance, although it had been pretty tense between Kit and Jenny, right up until Admiral Brand forced Kit off active duty. After that, Kit had been less frantic about Kieran’s accident, less driven. Robin suspected it was the medication, in part, but also Jenny’s calm insistence that the tragic event would not make them lose sight of what they were to each other. Robin wished she and Lenara had had the insight to insist as much.

She found what she wanted in the guest bedroom, and stretched out on the bed, looking through Kieran’s pictures from her other life. Her brain vaguely registered the sounds of Kit and Jenny’s passion, a soft, low moaning sound, Jenny breathing Kit’s name repeatedly. She shivered, aroused by it suddenly, unable to block it out. It had been so long since Lenara had made love with her, so long since they had time for anything but Tesla coils and infusion ratios and arguing with manufacturers over deadlines. She studied a picture of Kieran holding Lenara, both of them naked, curled protectively around each other, eyes closed as if in silent worship. She imagined them making love to one another, and the image was not repugnant or threatening. Upstairs, Jenny cried out sharply, murmuring “Kit, touch me, touch me now.” Robin’s eyes closed involuntarily, heat gathering between her legs. She tried to clear her thoughts, but Jenny was sobbing Kit’s name, panting it, groaning hard against Kit’s lovemaking. 

She focused on the photographs again. They must have watched each other making love, she realized with a piercing chill. I wonder how it ever started? Who was the one to say, let’s invite her to bed? How does something that volatile ever begin? Is it as simple as giving permission? Saying, ‘Go be with her’, and that’s it? Who loved who first? Did Kieran carry her love for Lenara and I into that life, and simply, finally act upon it?

She found a picture of Kieran and Robin, tangled together in bed, covers twisted around their bodies, just parting from a kiss, eyes still closed, faces intent, breasts pressed together. Lenara must have been the photographer. She supposed it was a form of pornography, that they took these pictures, but it didn’t feel that way. She looked at the two women, loving each other, and she could see only that love, not a sordid encounter. She felt a tingle in her fingertips, thinking about them together. Kieran had been a passionate lover, when they were together, generous, adventurous, skillful. Robin could remember the first time as if it were only yesterday, the way Kieran’s lips felt, the taste of her breath, the way she moved beneath Robin’s hands, her touch. She smiled faintly, thinking how the first time she tasted Kieran’s juices, she was mildly repulsed, and how that had completely turned around the second Kieran moaned beneath her tongue. It was as if any aversion was immediately overcome by the power it gave her over Kieran’s response. 

A posed photo of the three women struck her as so sweet. Lenara sat on the bottom step of a set of stairs, Robin perched above her, chin resting on Lenara’s head, and Kieran seated on the next highest step, arms around Robin, cheek pressed against Robin’s hair. All three women were laughing at something, probably something Kieran had said. She tried to imagine Naomi in that picture, seated on the ground between Lenara’s legs, laughing with them. 

She thumbed through the wedding pictures, wondering what they had said to one another in their vows. Clearly, they had taken vows of some sort, because there were photos of the three women holding hands in a circle, speaking to one another. Robin took six of the photos that were in sequence, and fanned them. It made a brief moving image, in which the women were saying the word “unity”. They all looked so happy, so confident in what they were doing. There was a serenity, a calm assurance in their demeanor. Robin realized she had never in her life felt that sort of peace, not even in the circle of Lenara’s arms after they’d made love.

She gazed at the three women, smiling tenderly. All three women wore their hair braided, adorned with baby’s breath. They were clothed in long, flowing robes, cream colored, with a rose colored overwrap, elegant and graceful. One photo showed three hands, displaying identical rings, the ring Kieran now wore. She wished she could talk to Kieran, ask her how it had been with them, how they had all realized they needed the commitment, how their dynamic had gone. She imagined that their unified interaction took on a distinct flavor, while their individual relationships were entirely different, unique to the pairing.

She lay on the pillow, closing her eyes, trying to imagine what it would be like to be with Kieran again. They would be silly, playful, teasing. She knew that, because their friendship was like that. But in the bedroom, they had always been serious, immediate, in the moment. Kieran would be playful after the fact, but Robin couldn’t remember ever being that way during lovemaking with her. She remembered that they were very quiet, together, until the arousal became too intense to contain the vocal response. Kieran had a shyness, back then, when it came to her own response. Robin knew from camping with the Wildmans that Kieran had lost that shyness in her marriage to Naomi, because she and Lenara had come across them in the lake one morning, and Kieran’s boldness startled them both. They had talked about it later, giggling like naughty children. 

“She never talked like that to me,” Robbie had said to Lenara. “Did she to you?”

“Never,” Lenara blushed. “My God, Naomi was just dazed by it—did you see the look on her face?”

Robin laughed out loud, thinking back on it. It had taken someone as innocent as Naomi to bring out the animal side of Kieran Thompson. It had been a revelation to the Kahns, and a private joke between them ever since. 

Robin thought about Naomi’s face, the look she had been wearing, heavy lidded eyes, cheeks flushed, chest heaving with arousal. Robin remembered distinctly that Naomi’s tongue was visible, entering Kieran’s mouth, silencing her words momentarily. Robin shuddered again, thinking she had better clean up her thoughts before she soaked through her jeans. Just then she heard Kit’s unmistakable voice, enraptured, needful, saying “I want your mouth, Jen, please.” Robin drew her knees to her chest, holding herself. She needed her wife in the worst way, body suffused with aching desire, desperate from neglect.

Naomi Wildman came home, slipping into the house quietly, creeping up the stairs to keep from disturbing Kit and Jenny. The young lovers had been so distant, but now that Kieran was home, they were reacquainting themselves with their passion, and Naomi was relieved by it. She thought Jenny was an excellent match for her daughter. 

Robin never heard Naomi, still curled in a fetal position on Seven’s old bed, trying to still her rampant craving. Naomi saw the open door, peeked inside, and was surprised to see Robin there. Must have been one hell of a fight, she realized. She saw the pictures scattered on the mattress, went inside and closed the door.

Robin jumped up, startled. “I—I’m sorry, Na, I was just—”

Naomi gathered the photos in a pile and set them in the travel container where they’d been discovered. “Trying to understand it all, I know,” she completed Robin’s apology, moving beside her. She took her hand. “Don’t run off, Robbie. It’s okay. You can come here anytime, you know that. I spend a lot of time looking at them, too.”

“Does it hurt you? Because you’re not in them?” she wondered.

“It did at first,” Naomi admitted. “But now I see them and I’m grateful that Kieran wasn’t lonely, or afraid, or missing us all so much that she shut down. She was gone a long time, and I know when she was on Voyager, she didn’t let herself fall in love, because of Lenara, for the first six years we were lost. Six years, Robbie. Can you imagine? She was missing Lenara and holding herself out emotionally for six long years. She took lovers, but never let anyone near her emotionally, she told me. And it doesn’t surprise me that in that world, she ended up with both of you, either,” Naomi smiled. “It’s not like she ever stopped loving either of you in this life, and I think if Lenara and I died tomorrow, Kieran would find her way back to you again. Don’t you?”

“Probably,” Robin agreed. “You and Lenara, too. If I ceased to exist, you and Kieran and Lenara would have what she had with them,” she noted. “In fact, Kieran told me she would accept you and Lenara together, because you and Lenara love each other so much.”  

“She did, huh?” Naomi smiled warmly, loving Kieran with all her being in that moment. 

“She told me she loves you, and loves being your lover, and loves your sexual interaction, and never wants to give that up, but that she had realized how truly immutable your love for her is. She said it transcends your attraction to Lenara, or to me, and only the love matters, not how you choose to express your love for anyone else,” she recalled the conversation. “I know she wanted to help me, Naomi. She wanted me to feel as safe in Lenara’s love as she does in yours. Kieran said how you feel about Lenara doesn’t say a thing about her relationship with you, or her marriage to you. As if it wouldn’t change a thing between you and Kieran, if you and Lenara were lovers.”

“If Lenara and I were lovers, it would change a lot of things, actually. But it wouldn’t change what Kieran and I feel for each other. I believe that truly is immutable.”

“What would change?” Robin asked softly, squeezing Naomi’s fingers.

“For starters, there would be an open door for you and Kieran, for you and me, for Lenara and Kieran. I believe if Lenara and I became lovers, you and Kieran would, too, although I think she’d have to do a lot of persuading to get you to that point. You seem much less comfortable with your attraction to her than she is with her attraction to you.”

“Would you and I be lovers?” Robin asked, not looking at Naomi.

“I hope so,” Naomi said sincerely. “I think you’re a lovely woman, and I would love to have the freedom to touch you, to hold you, to kiss you. Robbie, you know the only reason that’s never happened is because you haven’t got any level of comfort with the idea. Lenara would be your number one advocate, if you ventured into that realm of possibility,” Naomi assured her.

“Right, because that opens the doors for her,” Robin agreed darkly.

“Yes, but not only that,” Naomi contended. “Look, Robbie, Lenara doesn’t just want you to open yourself so she has the same liberty, and deep down, you know that’s not all it is. Think with your heart, for a minute, and not your head,” she admonished. “Lenara loves you, and she wants you to be as fulfilled as you can possibly be—personally, professionally, romantically, sexually. Remember, Robs, she was the one who was willing to drop everything, marry you, and ship out on the Sato. She completely turned her life over to you, because she wanted you that much, and she’d do it again tomorrow if you said that’s where you want to be.”

Robin nodded contritely, crystal blue eyes saddened with shame. “She did do that for me. You’re right.”

Naomi lifted her chin with two delicate fingers. “Honey, Lenara sees things in you that you can’t—things you hide from yourself. You deny so much because you think you have to to keep your old patterns at bay. But your attraction to Kieran, to me, those things don’t mean you’re going to go hop into bed with the first Starfleet Captain who dances into the room. There’s a big difference between meaningless sex and sex as an expression of devotion and connection. Lenara wants you to have everything you want, and she isn’t afraid to admit that you want more than just your relationship with her. I think the more important thing, though, is that your relationship with her suffers because you are trying so hard to cling to your denial that it makes you possessive and afraid.”

Robin gazed into knowing hazel eyes, her walls dropping. “I am afraid, Na,” she whispered. 

“Tell me what you’re afraid of, Robbie.” Naomi cupped her cheek in one hand, kissing her forehead.

“Will you—hold me?” she asked faintly.

Naomi moved them immediately, drawing Robin into her arms. “I’ve got you, sweetie. Now tell me what’s got you so scared.”

Robin breathed deeply, letting the breath escape in a rush, sinking into Naomi’s arms, head resting on the Ktarian’s shoulder. “I’m afraid of being alone. I always have been. I strung my relationships back to back for years, in serial succession, so that I never had to sleep alone. I never had to hear the sound of my own voice. I was never relegated to the solitude of my own company.”

“You think Lenara will leave you?” Naomi prompted.

“I think you all will. I look at you all, and it’s so easy for you, so familiar. Kieran is an open book for you and Lenara. She is vulnerable and forthcoming, she doesn’t hide behind her humor or her teasing. She does that with me—she jokes and she teases, but she never shows me the inner-person. The only time she ever did that was before I broke her heart. She says she trusts me, but she doesn’t trust me enough to show me the vulnerable side of herself. You and Lenara are like soul mates, together. Your communication is so seamless, so fluid, you complete each other. Like halves of a whole. Lenara is the only one I connect with, on that level, but I’m becoming so needy and so acquisitive with her, I’m pushing her away. She told me my insecurity is suffocating her.”

“What about you and I?” Naomi asked. “How do you characterize our relationship?” she prompted her to be honest.

“Distant. We should be closer, because we have the same career plans, we have similar backgrounds—both coming from Engineering and going to Counseling. Yet we don’t quite connect. I find you funny and brilliant, but there’s like this—wall between us.”

“Yes, it’s called your jealousy over my loving Lenara, and her loving me. That’s what keeps us apart, Robbie, and that’s all it is. You don’t ever seek me out. Even in these past eight months when your best friend was missing, and then critically ill, you never came to me once for solace, for advice, for anything. You made sure I was functioning, but you never once told me how you felt about Kieran’s fate, or how it was tearing you up, or what it was doing to your marriage because Lenara was reaming herself over it. Why not, Robbie? Why did you shut me out?” She started to get upset. “I was so hurt, because I wanted to be there for you, and you wouldn’t let me,” she said sadly, a stray tear streaking her cheek.

Robin moved over her, wiping her cheek with a careful thumb. “I couldn’t, Na. I promised Kieran—”

“Promised her what?” Naomi demanded.

“The night before the exotic matter tests, she told me she had a bad feeling about the experiment, but that you were the clairvoyant one, so if you weren’t having second thoughts, she was probably imagining things. She made me promise if anything happened to her I would watch out for you and Kit. I was trying to fulfill that obligation, Na. Blubbering to you about my own misery would hardly have been taking care of you,” she reasoned. 

“You don’t think sharing our collective misery would have been healing for me, for both of us? God, Robbie, you have to stop being an island. If you’re so afraid of being alone, you have to learn to reach out. I’m right here, with my arms open, and all you have to do is walk into them. It’s that simple. Yet you hold yourself apart, and then worry about being alone. You can’t protect yourself and find unity in the same moment. It’s—I’ve told Kieran a million times, fear and vulnerability cannot co-exist. The only way to overcome your fear is to share your vulnerability. With Lenara, it’s like you’re planting your straight-arm in her forehead and saying ‘come closer’, all the while holding her back.”

“I don’t know how to stop it, Na. It’s so ingrained in me. I withdraw, I curl into myself, I run. I used to do it by taking lovers by the basketful, never letting anyone near my heart. Now I just do it emotionally.”

“Only this time, honey, the solution is that you take a lover—not a basketful, but one—and you let her in. Really in. And then you let her go. It’s the most amazing thing. I did it with Kieran and Lenara. I told Lenara to stop avoiding Kieran for my sake, and I pushed them together. I let Kieran go. And she came right back to me, and our relationship has been healthy and sustaining ever since then. Because I stopped being afraid she would leave me for Lenara.”

“So I have to push Lenara at you? I have to let her go?” She sounded so small, Naomi’s heart ached.

“I think, in your case, that’s one solution. But I think there’s another, if you trust me, Robbie.”

“I want to,” she nodded. “I think you understand this better than I ever could. Kieran told me that Cassidy says you’re an old soul, and you have wisdom beyond anything Kieran could learn on her own. Cassidy directed Kieran to let herself be taught. Teach me, too, Na.”

Naomi eased Robin out of her arms, sitting up. “Okay, I will.” She slid off the bed. “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.”

Naomi returned momentarily with a bottle of wine and two glasses. She handed Robin the bottle. “Open this and pour them both full.”

Robin grinned. “We’re going to get drunk? That’s how you’re going to teach me?”

Naomi laughed. “Well, you’d learn something from it, I imagine—Kit sure did. But no, we’re not going to get drunk.”

She lighted candles around the room, switched off the light, built a fire in the hearth, and came back to where Robin was waiting expectantly. She removed Robin’s shoes, then her own. She took off Robin’s socks, then reached for the drawer of the nightstand, removing a vial of oil. She warmed a small amount in her hands and started to rub Robin’s feet with it.

“Kieran has taught me a few things,” she began, “about vulnerability. It comes in various forms, sexual being the most basic, the most primal. There are levels you work through, and you know that, because you do it with your clients every day. But like so many psychologists, you can teach others to do what you can’t do yourself. Well, you can do it, you just don’t, very often,” she explained, working the arches of Robin’s left foot in strong hands. “Ritual was invented to bring us to our vulnerability. Most rituals in most cultures involve acts of bravery, hence, danger; acts of sacrifice; acts of supplication; all designed to humble us and open us to ourselves, to God, to others we serve. Body work is one of the oldest forms of supplication, of service, known to mankind. I’m massaging your feet, because it is a basic act of service, it humbles me before you, it is a gift of myself to you. It makes me vulnerable, on a simplistic level.”

She poured more oil into her hands, warming it again, and taking Robin’s right foot. “Self-revelation is a means to vulnerability. We share things that few people know about us, or maybe no one else, and we make ourselves vulnerable to each other that way. The more disclosure we achieve, the closer we become, and the more we recognize ourselves in the other person—the more commonality we find. So here’s my dark secret. Only one other person besides me knows it. You can’t ever tell anyone. Can I trust you?”

Robin nodded. “Yes.”

“Kieran cannot know this, because she would never get over knowing that she missed it, when she counseled me. When I was a child, on Voyager, I was kidnapped. Kieran tried to stop the aliens that took me, and they shot her point blank in the chest for that. When they got me to their ship, the head researcher raped me before he dissected me. When Voyager got me back, no one realized I’d been sexually assaulted, and I didn’t remember it until recently. I went back into my medical records, and the memory is consistent with the medical evidence.”

“You realized this recently? Like how recently?”

Naomi’s face darkened as she worked Robin’s calves. “The night Lenara and I got drunk on the Windjammer. Take off your pants, and I’ll keep moving up your legs—you’re tight as a drum head, Robbie,” she instructed.

Robin obediently dropped her pants, tossing them over a chair, and rejoined Naomi on the bed.

“And the really awful thing was, I needed to talk to a professional, and I was so torn, because the counselor on the Windjammer was Ezri Dax. I was afraid if I talked to her, she and Lenara might reassociate.”

“But did you do it? Because you really should talk to someone.” Robin groaned as Naomi hit a complaining muscle.

Naomi grinned. “I did, finally, and I made Nara promise not to see Dax. To her credit, she never did.”

Robin gazed at her. “And is there anything you need, now? Because you know I can hook you up with one of my colleagues, Na.”

“I’m okay, Robbie. Thanks.” She continued to work the woman’s aches and pains.

“And you’ve never told Kieran?” Robin was surprised.

“I didn’t back then because she would have just kicked herself senselessly for not catching it. And now, I wouldn’t burden her, or interfere with her recovery.” Naomi had worked her way to Robin’s thighs, and sat there waiting. 

“What?” Robin asked.

“Do you want me to finish? If you do, get naked and roll over, face down,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Hey, I never turn down a free massage. I can’t remember the last time I had one,” Robin agreed, tugging her shirt and underwear off. She stretched out on her stomach, letting Naomi straddle her back.

“You and Lenara must have had a real knock down drag out fight, Robs, because your shoulder and neck are in knots.” She grunted as she worked the tissue in her hands. “Does that hurt?”

“Exquisitely,” Robin agreed. “God, don’t stop.” She snickered. “Sorry, that sounded like Kit and Jenny.”

“You got the floor show, too, eh?” Naomi laughed. “I’m so glad for Kit. Kieran and I were worried sex would be a problem for her, but clearly, she’s got that going on just fine.” She rubbed Robin’s shoulders awhile longer, then said, “Okay, Counselor, it’s your turn. I told you something private, now you do the same.”

“I don’t think I have any secrets, Na,” she protested.

“Ha. Right. The self-proclaimed queen of promiscuity has no secrets,” she shot back, digging her fingers into Robin’s back for emphasis.

“Hmmmm,” Robin considered. “Okay, the object is to make myself vulnerable, right?”

“Right,” Naomi agreed.

“Well, there’s something only my own therapist knows, and a few people at Starfleet,” she admitted. “After Kieran refused to reconcile with me, the night of her jersey retirement party, I pretty much hit rock bottom. I attempted suicide three days later. I was hospitalized for depression for a long time after that. My recovery from that was what made me eventually decide to become a counselor, although it took a lot of years for me to come to the conclusion that I was qualified to pursue it. Does that qualify as deep and dark?” she asked flippantly.

Naomi’s massage slowed to a near stand still. “You tried to kill yourself?” Her heart thundered in her chest.

“Yes. In fact, I was pretty close to successful,” she admitted. “I jumped off the Admin building. Ker-splat.”

Naomi rolled her over, eyes frantic, searching Robin’s face. “You’re lying,” she breathed.

“Nope. Scout’s honor. I have the cybernetic parts to prove it. Only nobody knows that, either,” she shrugged.

Naomi snatched Robin off the mattress, wrapping the naked Counselor in her arms. “Robbie, oh my God,” she rocked her. “You didn’t,” she said miserably.

“Hey, it’s okay. I didn’t succeed. But those knots in my shoulders and neck aren’t knots. They’re wiring and circuitry for my right arm and the neurological feeds to my legs. My left arm is the only limb that’s wholly organic. Somehow, I didn’t have any head trauma, but I broke about every bone in my body. I had a lot of time to rethink my life, over the next two years. That’s how long it took them to piece me back together. Like Humpty-Dumpty,” she explained. “Lenara doesn’t know, and short of a major medical crisis, she never has to find out, so please, don’t tell her. I’m not very proud of that chapter of my life, and my efficacy as a counselor might not be so stellar if my patients knew I was in a psych ward myself at one time.”

Naomi held her fiercely, as if she might disintegrate. “God, Robbie, I had no idea losing her hurt you that badly. No wonder you’re scared of how you feel about her, afraid to let her get close to you. That makes it so much more understandable.”

Robin sighed, hugging Naomi back. “Sweetie, this is why I never tell people vulnerable things. Now you’re all upset and freaked out. And I don’t know how to convince you I’m okay. Believe me when I tell you I had to hit that low point, no pun intended, to rise out of the ashes. I had just trashed my whole life, and I was ready to throw it in the scow, where it belonged.”

“Robbie,” Naomi murmured tenderly, “I might have never known you. Lenara might have never loved you,” she realized. “And where would Kit be without you, and Ems? Where would any of us be? Don’t you see how ludicrous it is for you to think you could ever be alone? We all love you so much, and we all depend on you. When Violet died, you were the rock that just took over the show, organizing and planning and directing us all, because we were too numb to think. You got us all through that single handedly, Robbie. Kieran and I are so grateful to you for that. You counseled her, and you counseled Gerry, and you just came through like a shining star, honey. That’s what you do. And you gave up your career for our daughter, because you loved her so much you had to keep being there for her. How could any of us ever get by without your dedication, your devotion? I swear to you, you will never, ever end up alone, no matter what form our marriages take on, no matter where we go or what we do. You are like the anchor in this family, Robin. The binding thread between us all. I know, you think it’s Kieran, but it’s every bit as much you. It’s all of us, really. We share the power. We delegate the responsibility. And you’re always there to shoulder more than your fair share. You were so solid for Lenara and Kit and I, through this whole ordeal, the cool head, the calm in the storm. Don’t you get that? This foursome will never be a threesome, unless you walk away from us.” Tears began to flow down her elegant cheeks, her upset roiling beneath the surface.

Robin studied Naomi’s face, finding no guile or insincerity there. “I will never walk away, Naomi. I couldn’t.” She touched Naomi’s face, then kissed away her tears, gentle, lingering kisses over the softness of her lovely cheeks.  “Please don’t worry, sweetheart. I’m really good, now, no desire to jump off anything higher than a diving board,” she promised.

Naomi and Robin’s eyes locked, and Naomi kissed her back, soft lips parting hers, opening as surely as Naomi’s own heart. “Robbie, I love you,” she murmured. “I can’t imagine life without you,” she added, kissing her more purposefully, pressing her shoulders back against the pillows, lying down on her, deepening their kiss.

Robin’s fingers tangled in her hair, pulling her in closer, the heat rising between them instantly. “Na,” she murmured against her cheek, “if you don’t stop right now, I can’t,” she gasped as Naomi’s hands moved over her bare breasts. 

“Then don’t.” Naomi’s kiss was feverish, yearning. “Robbie, there’s no reason not to,” she assured her. “Maybe it starts with us,” she decided, ravishing Robin’s throat and lips, tongue and teeth avid against the sensitive flesh. “Do you need Lenara to be here, the first time?”

Robin groaned as warm fingers kneaded her nipples, making them harden to knots. “I don’t want to hurt her,” she shivered, arching into Naomi’s mouth, breasts enfolded in wet warmth. “I don’t want to find out later she objects,” she reasoned, kissing Naomi with bruising intensity. “You know her better than I do on this,” Robin breathed deeply, trying to calm herself. “What will she feel about it?”

“Relieved,” Naomi said without hesitation. “Grateful. Just as Kieran will.”

“Then I’d rather not have her here, with us. That’s something I’ll have to work on. You’re sure she won’t divorce me over this?”

Naomi waggled her eyebrows. “If she does, Kieran and I will marry you.” Robin fixed her with a stern expression. “She won’t, Robbie, I know for sure. Trust me.”

“I’d trust you a lot more if you weren’t still dressed.” Robin smiled at her, reaching for the closure on her tunic. She worked at the fastenings, letting Naomi hover over her body, brushing the fabric over her shoulders and down her arms. She reached for Naomi’s undergarment, unclasping it, and watching her breasts spill out, her hands there immediately to support them. “God, you’re gorgeous,” she breathed, gazing up into liquid hazel eyes, then drawing Naomi’s body over her face to kiss the soft flesh of her areola. “So beautiful,” she murmured, filling her hands and her mouth with tender nipples and full, ripe breasts. 

Naomi watched Robin’s mouth enveloping her, gasping. Her first lover in over eight months. She moved off of Robin’s body, fumbling at her uniform pants. 

Robin eased her onto her back, reaching for the clasp. “Let me,” she said in a throaty voice. “I want to watch you appear to me,” she explained. It was something Naomi loved about undressing a lover, and she smiled at the similarity of desire. Robin tugged her pants down, sliding them over her shapely legs, kissing her thighs as she moved down Naomi’s slender body. Naomi shivered at the intimate kiss, eyes closing involuntarily. 

Robin dropped her pants in the floor, then filled appreciative eyes with the vision of Naomi’s intimate places as she removed her panties. Naomi watched Robin’s reaction, saw the desire and approval in her eyes, smiled as the Counselor’s breathing visibly quickened. With the utmost willpower, Robin made herself crawl back up the length of Naomi’s body, refraining from taking her impatiently. They kissed each other ardently, exploring each other’s mouths, tongues tangling, bodies pressed close and warmly. Naomi gave herself readily into Robin’s keeping, yielding to her hands, her lips, her tongue, her teeth. She gasped softly as fingers entered her depths, a whimper escaping her throat.

“Robbie,” she moaned against Robin’s breast, suckling delicately. “God, yes,” she pleaded. 

Robin groaned, the sound of her lover’s arousal almost unbearable. “Naomi,” she whispered between kisses, “I want you. I’ve wanted you for so long,” she admitted. 

“Have you?” Naomi’s hips lifted gently upward to meet Robin’s fingers. “Tell me,” she demanded.

“So many times,” Robin murmured, reclaiming her breasts, fondling her opening. “I’ve fantasized about sneaking into your room, waking you up with kisses, with my mouth on your clit,” she revealed, her voice hoarse. “I’ve pictured it a thousand times,” she suckled her nipples, each in turn, teasing.

“Then do it now, Robbie,” she breathed, urging her toward the soft patch of strawberry blonde fur. “I want you now,” she groaned.

Robin brushed her lips over soft skin, letting her breath ghost over the sparkling dampness gathering between Naomi’s legs. “Oh, Na,” she gasped, touching the smooth liquid, “you’re so ready,” she said, her voice dropping an octave with arousal. She parted pale pink thighs with soft, supple hands, enchanted by the vision of ripe flesh, glistening and dark with intent, the scent filling her nostrils. She took Naomi’s bottom in her hands, lifting it firmly toward her face, brushing her lips over Naomi’s labia, kissing her softly. 

Naomi pressed the heel of her hand against her mouth, suppressing the urge to cry out. Warm, velvet, liquid, Robin’s mouth engulfed her, surrounded her, while fingers filled her depths, easing in and out. Naomi’s body jolted, the months of deprivation threatening to push her over the edge. “Robbie, it’s so good, so much,” she whimpered, fighting for control.

Robin felt the subtle cues, knew to back off, teasing and taunting until Naomi was less urgent. “Better?” she looked up at Naomi’s face, which was more relaxed now.

“Perfect,” Naomi agreed. “It’s been so long, I’m too eager for it,” she confessed.

“Eager is fine with me,” she growled, gathering Naomi’s labia in her mouth again. She parted them carefully with the tip of her tongue, letting Naomi’s clitoris slide over it in soft, slow strokes, until Naomi was clenching the sheets, panting in her need, breaking in her hands. 

“Robbie,” she cried out sharply, “oh, God, I’m coming.” She grabbed at Robin’s shoulders, squeezing them hard as her body went rigid with the burning need between her legs, the sensation cresting, sending her into spasms in Robin’s grasp. 

Robin continued to pleasure her, relentless in her delivery, until Naomi was sobbing for her to stop. She moved up the length of Naomi’s elegant body, kissing as she ascended, leaving fleeting touches everywhere, then finding her mouth, kissing her deeply, tenderly. They held each other for long moments, breathing together, feeling each other, astounded at what they’d done.

Naomi snuggled into Robin’s arms, holding tightly, feeling as if her body’s quivering would shatter her. She moved over Robin silently, sliding her leg between Robin’s thighs, peering down at her. “I want to make love to you,” she said with a piercing gaze, hazel eyes burning with intensity. “I’ve had a few fantasies, myself.” She bit softly at Robin’s throat, making her arch into the feeling. “Only in my fantasy, there’s no bed,” she breathed into Robin’s ear, licking softly at the delicate curve of cartilage.

“No bed? Are we standing up?” Robin held Naomi’s tiny waist in her hands, moving their bodies rhythmically to create friction between her legs.

“You’re sitting down, in your office chair,” Naomi murmured, teeth tugging at her earlobe. She slipped her hand between their bodies, pressing into Robin’s folds as they continued to move together. Robin groaned as fingers glided over her clit. “I’m under the desk, with my face between your legs, and your pants around your ankles, and you’re coming in my mouth,” she detailed for her lover.

“You’ve thought about that?” Robin was stunned.

“When I touch myself,” she added. “I imagine that sometimes,” she confirmed, knowing her words were making Robin ache. “I want to make you come in my mouth, Robin,” she growled, fluttering her fingers over her clitoris, making her cry out. “Do you want me to?”

Robin’s brain was overloaded. “God, yes,” she gasped, “please, Naomi, go down on me,” she pleaded.

Naomi obliged by devouring her mercilessly, fingers penetrating her from behind, both openings filled, tongue dancing wildly over her lips, her clit, into her opening, and back again. Robin writhed beneath her, frantic in her response, her need expelled in great gasping breaths. “God, Naomi,” she cried out as she came, her body ragged and brittle in Naomi’s hands, shaking with the intensity of it.

She welcomed Naomi into trembling arms, clinging to her, eyes closed tightly, face pressed against Naomi’s shoulder. 

“I’ve got you,” Naomi whispered, all aggression gone, replaced by tenderness, by concern. “I love you, Robbie, let it go, now. No more fear,” she soothed her jangled senses. “Just us, all of us, loving each other.”

Robin nodded silently. “I love you, too,” she said faintly. 

They rested together, Robin drifting off to sleep, Naomi rubbing her shoulders to ease her to unconsciousness. When Robin was snoring lightly, Naomi found her robe, and went to her comm station. She hailed Lenara Kahn, waiting for her to answer.

“Hi, sweetie,” Lenara came on the screen. “You’re up late,” she commented.

“Lenara,” Naomi smiled at her. “Remember how we said that the only way we’d ever get Robin to agree to all of us being together was for one of us to seduce her?”

“You didn’t,” Lenara grinned. “Damn, you did!” she whooped. “You go, girl. And?”

Naomi grinned at her. “I think you should come over and wake her up, and make love to her again. Then there’ll be no question in her mind that this can work, and you’re okay with it, and we can all have what we need from each other.”

“I’ll be there in—five minutes,” she laughed. “Keep the bed warm for me, Na. And don’t tell her you called me. I want to surprise her.”

“She’s sound asleep,” Naomi advised. “Don’t be long. Let yourself in.”

“Sound asleep? You blew all her circuits, didn’t you, you tramp,” she teased. 

“Yours are next, honey,” she waggled her eyebrows. “Think about that for a few days, and let me know when you’re dying for it,” she laughed, severing the link. 

________________

Robin Kahn awoke to the sensation of lips on her face, her throat. She sighed, smiling, twining her arms around her partner, thinking Naomi was still with her. 

“Can’t resist me long enough to let me sleep?” she chuckled, still drowsy.

“I can’t ever resist you,” Lenara advised her, kissing her deeply. “You taste like some other woman,” she needled her, smiling into their kisses. “I like it,” she added.

“Nara,” she hugged her close, surprised but pleased to find her wife in her arms. “I’m so sorry for all the shit I’ve put you through. All the jealousy. Kieran was right about this whole thing, and I’ve kept you from someone you truly love, out of my stupidity and my fear.”

“Honey, everyone grows at their own speed, in their own direction. If you had never come to accept this, I’d have stayed monogamous with you for the rest of our lives, and never once faulted you for that. I love you, and I want to spend my life with you. That will never change. So tell me, was it good?” her sea green eyes twinkled in the faint light from the dying fire.

“You really want to talk about it?” Robin was amused. “Isn’t that kind of voyeuristic?”

“I’ll own up to that. I would have loved to have watched,” she admitted. 

“Maybe you can sometime,” Robin laughed. “I love you so much,” she kissed her passionately. “Kieran was so right—love multiplies. Damn, I never knew she was so smart.”

“Robbie?” Lenara said softly. “I want you in the worst way,” she murmured, kissing her throat suggestively. 

“You got yourself all worked up thinking about Naomi and me, didn’t you?” she asked playfully.

“Yes,” Lenara admitted. “I was thinking about how you sound,” she shivered.

Robin moved her onto her back, smiling down at her. “Well, I think I’d like to hear how you sound, for now. If I don’t collapse, afterward, maybe I’ll make some noise for you,” she agreed.

Naomi Wildman sat in front of the downstairs fireplace, smiling to herself as she heard Lenara’s clear, sweet voice, urging Robin to love her. She raised her wine glass, toasting the married couple silently. She thought of her wife, and said “Love multiplies, Kieran. You may never be the same, but we will find a way to make you love us all again,” she vowed.

