Summary: Ro Laren tries to adjust to life with the junior Wildwomen. Kathryn and Seven welcome Kathryn’s career change, and the extended family celebrates Christmas. The decision to open a permanent wormhole to the Beta Quadrant causes political unrest for the Sato crew, and Kieran must face an old nemesis. 

Author’s Note: The full cast of characters is fleshed out in this transitional episode. 
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The Sato Series, Episode 3: Ancient History

By Michelle Marquand

The USS Sato traveled at high-warp through the Alpha Quadrant, making its way home. Captain Kathryn Janeway lounged with her wife, Seven of Nine, holding the young Borg in her arms, as they stretched out on the couch in their quarters. 

“Kit did a good job cleaning up,” Seven commented, grinning. “I’m glad she lost the bet. You should gamble more often, Kathryn,” she teased her wife, waggling her elegantly arched golden eyebrows playfully. 

Kit Wildman, the helmsman of the Sato, had made a foolish bet with Kathryn, and upon losing it, had paid the price of cleaning the Captain’s quarters, and of taking the Captain for an extravagant dinner. 

Kathryn chuckled, her auburn hair swaying gently as she did. “I only wanted the lobster dinner. The cleaning was Kit’s idea. She was so sure she’d win,” she snickered. “She did make the place shine,” Kathryn allowed. “I don’t think Geejay had seen the floor of her room in months.” 

The Captain surveyed the expansive living room, pleased at the order and detail Kit had attended to. The glass curio case had been polished and dusted, and the mementos inside were exactly placed the way the couple had left them. Inside the case were souvenirs and art pieces from their thirteen years in the Delta Quadrant, years they spent lost aboard the starship Voyager. 

“I wonder if Kit made the Wildwomen help her?” Seven asked, thinking of Kit’s wives, Jenny and Emily Wildman. Seven was fond of the younger women, and assumed they had assisted their mischievous partner in paying for her folly. 

“They probably wouldn’t,” Kathryn noted. “Kit should know better than to challenge me, and there’s not much chance her wives would support such stupidity,” she boasted.

“When is she playing you in Velocity?” Seven asked, hugging Kathryn’s sinewy arms around her waist.

“Tomorrow morning. You’ve played her. Is she really that good?” Kathryn asked, kissing Seven’s soft, white-blonde hair. Kathryn had an inordinately prideful streak when it came to her athletic prowess. She only played Velocity and tennis, now, but she was loathe to relinquish her standing in either sport aboard the ship. She had a reputation to uphold, and even more so against a junior officer like Kit. 

Seven chuckled softly, knowing Kathryn was in for the match of her life. “Yes. Don’t kill yourself trying to win, Kathryn. Promise me,” she demanded. “I want you in one piece, for any number of reasons,” she flirted, wiggling her bottom against her wife.

“I’ll be careful, love. Did you have fun tonight?” she asked tenderly, knowing Seven adored dancing together, simply because it allowed them to hold each other while they listened to music. Kathryn had taken Seven dancing earlier at the Transwarp, an intimate restaurant that boasted a holographic orchestra for the dinner hour, so that Kit had plenty of time and space to do a thorough sanitation of the Captain’s quarters.

“I did. We should do it more often. Once you’re an ambassador, you’ll have to take me to all sorts of formal diplomatic functions, and I will get to dance to my heart’s content,” she decided.  “You are certain you are at peace with this decision, Kathryn?” she asked softly, turning in the smaller woman’s arms to look in her steel gray eyes.

Kathryn Janeway had elected to step down from her Captaincy of the Sato, to become an Ambassador to the Beta Quadrant, in anticipation of the permanent wormhole that Lenara Kahn Wildman would soon be creating between the Alpha and the Beta Quadrants. The placement of the actual aperture inside the Beta Quadrant was a current topic of debate at Starfleet, and the Federation member worlds were hotly contesting the current plan to place the exit point outside Romulan space. Kathryn was not looking forward to the lengthy negotiations that awaited her on Earth. But she was satisfied about the direction she was taking.

“My darling, I am completely assured this is the right career move. I want time with you, and with Erin, and Hannah, and Geejay. And I’m so excited to be going home. Mom is going to flip over the baby,” she laughed happily. “And I need a vacation. And Mom is so excited to have us home for Christmas. Harry and Phoebe are coming, too,” she noted. “It’ll be the first time in years we’ve all been there—since the year Naomi and Kieran brought Kit to meet us all.” 

Seven giggled like a girl. “I love you, Kathryn. I always have such fun at the farm. I wish your mother and Kieran’s father could ship out with us. I miss your mother.” 

Kathryn’s mother, Gretchen Janeway, had become romantically involved with Kieran Wildman’s father Gerald Thompson, several years before when Gerry became a widower. The elderly couple tended to the matters of home, and kept their starfaring children rooted in the Sol system.

“I know,” Kathryn sighed. “That was the only difficult thing about choosing to remain aboard the ship. Mom is getting up there, now. But I know Gerry keeps an eye on her, and since he’s younger, he keeps her spry.”

“Spry?” Seven laughed. “Is that what you call what they do? Keeping each other spry?” she teased, referring to the elderly couples rather vocal sexual antics.

Kathryn laughed. “Darling, don’t give me the creeps by making me think about what they do. I’ve heard them often enough to have nightmares.”

Seven kissed her intimately, exploring her mouth with a curious tongue. “I think I should keep you spry, my love,” Seven flirted with her. “You’re going to be fifty soon, you know. I can only imagine what sort of horrible pranks the Wildwomen will pull for your birthday.”

“It’s not until May, don’t rush it,” Kathryn scolded. “And Kieran, I’m sure, is already plotting. But she’s going to be forty next fall, and I intend to do it in style,” she promised. The Captain and her first officer had a long, infamous history of playing practical jokes on one another, dating all the way back to their early relationship on Voyager, nearly eleven years before. The longest standing joke was the defilement of a model of Kieran’s Academy statue which was in the Sato’s gymnasium. 

“Speaking of practical jokes,” Seven grinned conspiratorially. “Did Amanda approve the plan?”

Kathryn let out a peal of laughter. Amanda Brand, an Admiral in charge of Starfleet Academy, had been the one to purchase the replica of Kieran’s statue for the Sato. Amanda loved ribbing Kieran Wildman almost as much as she loved beating Kieran at poker, which is how she got the money for the statue.  “She loved the idea,” Kathryn enthused. “She’s making all the preparations, she promised me. Kieran is going to kill us,” she said with delight. 

“I want to help,” Seven offered, turning back to face outward again and leaning her head back against her wife. Seven smiled softly to herself, silently reveling in the comfortable intimacy she shared with Kathryn.  

Kathryn nodded. “Of course. I should promote Kit to commander for coming up with this one. If Kieran only knew that most of these tricks are driven by her own daughter, she’d toss Kit out an airlock,” she laughed. 

Seven chuckled with glee. Kieran, in fact, was already planning Kathryn’s birthday, and the details made Seven want to cackle out loud. And if Kathryn pulled off this latest prank, it would only make Kieran more determined to get Kathryn’s goat. The one-upmanship kept the crew in stitches, and the humor between the two women kept their friendship thriving. Unfortunately for Kieran, she was outnumbered, as Kathryn had a huge group of conspirators assisting her in the perpetual ribbing of the Commander. 

“Do you have a favorite, of all the pranks you’ve pulled on her over the years?” Seven asked, chest thrumming with amusement.

Kathryn thought about it. “Well, I was rather fond of the one where I left her in charge of the bridge and made the computers simulate a Borg cube attacking the ship—but really, darling, I can’t take much credit for that, since you did the programming. It was eerily realistic, when that cube appeared on sensors and then on the viewscreen. By the time I got to the bridge, Kieran was in such a lather! She didn’t think that one was a bit funny,” Kathryn noted, pleased with herself. 

Seven grinned. “I liked that one, too, but her retaliation was very imaginative,” she pointed out.

Kathryn scowled. “I still don’t know how she knew I was naked. I think you helped her with that one,” she accused. “Beaming me into the holodeck in my sleep was bad enough, but without clothes? And really, making me wake up naked in a pig sty? I had mud in my ass crack for a week,” she groused. 

Seven threw back her head and laughed. “You exaggerate, darling. It was holographic mud, and would have disappeared from your ass crack the second you left the holodeck.”

Kathryn shook her head, turning Seven in her arms so they were face to face again. “No, she linked the god damned replicators to the program. The mud was real. I can only imagine how long it took her to clean that mess up. And I have Tom Paris to thank for figuring out how to interleave the two technologies to make some of the simulated details real. But I suppose I can’t complain,” she decided, smiling. She fingered a necklace Seven had made for her from a piece of replicated Jasper inside their Wyoming program. “The technology has some useful applications,” she said fondly.

“I’m glad you like it,” Seven said softly, nuzzling Kathryn’s lips.

Kathryn was still thinking about their pranks. “But I got her good,” she added darkly, licking her lips with satisfaction, remembering her subsequent strike against the Commander.

“I thought it was cruel, at that point. She has such a bug phobia, Kathryn,” Seven reminded her reproachfully. “Really, darling, when we were on the jungle planet, I had to kill every bug that came near our encampment.”

“Then all the better to confront her with it. She’s the great white psychologist, after all,” the auburn-haired Captain snickered wickedly. “Nothing like a little desensitization.”

Seven snorted inelegantly. “It’s supposed to be gradual, not an immersion into the phobia itself. But it was ingenious hiring the children to collect the bugs from the arboretum, and I know Katie and Geejay thought it was great fun. And it was nice of you to warn the other Wildwomen so they wouldn’t get in bed with Kieran that night.”

Kathryn laughed. “We’ve backed off with the cruelty factor, since then. I think she realized I’m much more heartless than she is,” she chuckled. “I’m going to miss the pranks, in fact. But this one will have to be the last hurrah. If I’m going to be an ambassador, I have to have some semblance of dignity.”

Seven kissed her sweetly. “You will be the exemplar of dignity, my darling, and the uncharted worlds of the Beta Quadrant will join the Federation en masse.”

Kathryn hugged Seven tighter. “Would you join, if you were the liaison of an alien world, my love?” she asked playfully.

“I was, and I already have,” Seven replied, leaning forward in her wife’s arms to kiss her tenderly. “But why don’t you show me your best diplomacy, and prove to me how persuasive you can be?” she invited. “It never hurts to practice,” she added, glacier blue eyes twinkling invitingly.

Kathryn kissed her back, tongue avid in Seven’s mouth, leaving the young Borg breathless in an instant. “How shall I persuade you, my gorgeous wife?” she whispered against Seven’s lips. 

“That was a good opening strategy,” Seven teased, taking Kathryn’s face in warm hands and returning the kiss with ardor. She adored these drawn out seductions, the way that the two women verbally circled each other. Bantering this way was something Seven had learned with Kieran, and Kathryn seemed to enjoy it as much as her Borg wife did, although the intrepid Captain attributed the nuance of it to Seven’s overall increasing mastery of her humanity. She had no idea where the knowledge had really come from, nor did she care. 

Kathryn’s mouth opened delicately beneath Seven’s, the soft warmth of Seven’s tongue inciting her arousal with the gradual exploration of Kathryn’s lips, the tracing of their curves, the teasing way that Seven nipped at Kathryn’s mouth. Kathryn responded by reaching for the buttons of Seven’s blouse, opening the first one and letting one languid finger caress the base of Seven’s throat and the v-shaped exposure of her chest. 

Seven’s entire focus shifted to that touch, and she shivered as Kathryn let her finger trail along the silken skin. 

Kathryn’s lips curled at the edges, and she said throatily, “Darling, are you cold?”

Seven replied with a bruising kiss, her tongue thrust in Kathryn’s eager mouth. “You know very well I am not,” she snarled, her voice graveled with desire. 

Kathryn chuckled gently, pulling another of Seven’s buttons free and smoothing her hands over the younger woman’s porcelain chest, opening the blouse further. “Good,” she smarted, “because I intend to have most of your clothes on the floor any minute now,” she promised, sliding her hands to the back of Seven’s head and responding with heated kisses of her own.  She noted the intensity of Seven’s gaze, the blueness there and the fire that smoldered. “I love you, Annika,” she assured her wife, her voice suddenly threaded with tenderness. 

Seven fixed her with a blistering gaze, still holding Kathryn’s face in her hands. “Then take me, Kathryn. Take me to bed and show me that you do. I need you. I need to belong to you,” she asserted passionately, the yearning evident in her tone. 

Kathryn never quite understood these moments of near desperation in Seven, but they were fleeting, and she didn’t mind that Seven had occasional insecurities. She supposed they were born of their history, which had been far from certain, and at various junctures quite tenuous. But the tendency was much more pronounced since Seven returned home from her eight-month tenure on the jungle planet with Kieran Wildman, as if that experience had somehow created a deeper need in the Borg’s psyche to be claimed by Kathryn Janeway, to be assured of her place in Kathryn’s life. Kathryn assumed that the experience had left Seven’s sense of continuity shaken on some fundamental level, and she had to admit, her own sense of that continuity had suffered just as much. Being torn from one another was difficult enough, but knowing how fragile the chemistry of love truly was—that was a harsh realization for both women. It made them both cling to one another at times, needing a deeper certainty, a solidity that could not be found in mere words. And they found it in their sexual connection to one another, a grounding and a sustenance that bound them more closely than vows or promises or rings ever could. 

Those times between them were the most frenzied in their passion, the most vulnerable, and both women came to one another completely defenseless then, open, exposed, almost primitive in their need and their greed of one another. It had happened the first night when Seven had come home, and her frantic cries and raking fingernails had startled Kathryn, but they had sparked something much deeper in the older woman than Kathryn had ever felt, a desire that blazed fiercely and echoed Seven’s fervent cries and desperate need. 

As for Seven, she found she responded primally to Kathryn’s acceptance of their nearly furious lovemaking, and she was grateful that Kathryn hadn’t questioned it or faulted her for it. She recalled how once, long ago, Kathryn had torn Seven’s clothing trying to get it off, and that had frightened the Borg. Now it would not frighten her, and in fact, would likely kindle an equally intense reaction. And that was what had fundamentally changed between them—not the passion itself, but their trust in one another and in their relationship, and it allowed them to share those deeper vulnerabilities. It had taken them so long to find that trust, but ultimately, it had come to them both, and it had freed them in ways neither woman fully comprehended. 

Kathryn swallowed hard, riveted to the spot by the insistence in Seven’s request. She nodded mutely, untangling their limbs and rising from the couch, taking Seven with her. She sealed the door to their bedroom, requested one eighth lighting, and gazed wordlessly up at her beautiful wife, reaching for the remaining buttons of Seven’s blouse. Seven returned the look with confidence, took Kathryn’s hands in her own, clasped them to the edges of the shirt’s placket, and jerked it roughly open. Buttons flew everywhere, and Kathryn understood intimately what her wife was asking for with that simple rending of fabric. 

Seven grabbed Kathryn, clutching at her shoulders and kissing her fiercely, deeply. Kathryn looked up at her with a questioning expression, needing confirmation that it was Kathryn’s basest desires Seven wanted to spark. Seven groaned between kisses, breathing in Kathryn’s ear momentarily. “Kathryn, please,” she whispered, “make me yours.”

In the frantic pursuit of becoming naked as quickly as possible, more buttons scattered across the bedroom floor, and Seven found herself suddenly beneath her wife, flat on her back, Kathryn’s fingers buried in her warm, wet walls. She tore at Kathryn’s mouth with her own, gasping, hips rising to meet penetrating digits, her needful moans spurring her wife to a heightened sense of urgency. Kathryn moved over her, arching into the sensation of Seven’s nails digging into bare flesh, Kathryn’s buttocks stinging with the sweetest pain she had ever known. Seven threw her head back, baring her throat for Kathryn’s teeth, and Kathryn obliged by raking them down the delicate flesh. 

Seven heaved Kathryn onto one side, reaching for the older woman’s sex, fingers thrusting without preamble into Kathryn’s opening, and the two women’s eyes locked in that moment as they penetrated one another, straining to bring their bodies closer together, both silenced by the immediacy of their lovemaking. The rhythmic motion usurped any control they had over their vocalizations, and their bedroom was filled with intimate murmurs and gasps and whimpers, and finally, passionate cries of release. 

Seven regarded her wife with astonishment as her senses returned, her awareness of Kathryn inside her, and of her fingers inside Kathryn. She realized they were both perspiring and panting, but could not say for certain how they had come to that state of exhaustion. She smiled softly, kissing Kathryn with renewed tenderness, the emotional tide washing over them both in the aftermath of the frenzy. Seven was reminded of the feeding of sharks, the way they became so driven and frantic until they were sated. It was as though she and Kathryn had a biological need as basic as hunger at times, and only relentless and vigorous finger fucking could satisfy them. She marveled at the concept, slipped her fingers free of Kathryn’s interior, and brought the slickness to her mouth, sucking it away. Kathryn’s pupils dilated at the sight of her young wife feasting on her juices, and knew as her need returned that it was going to be a long and passionate night. 

________________

Kieran Wildman wearily made her way to her quarters, her brain fogged with the details of the day’s briefing. She was disgusted with the politics surrounding Lenara Kahn Wildman’s wormhole experiments, all the posturing and maneuvering among the Federation member worlds. The Romulans were gloating over Starfleet’s decision to place the exit aperture in Romulan space, rubbing the Klingon’s noses in it. The Klingons were fit to be tied over the indications that the wormhole would bypass Klingon space. The Empire felt it had been slighted and undervalued, and had demanded a formal session of the Federation delegates to address the matter. So instead of a relaxing holiday with the family, Kieran knew the Sato’s senior officers would be tied up in meetings the second Christmas had passed. 

No wonder Kathryn wanted to step down, Kieran realized. She remembered Christmas at the Thompson household, and what a huge celebration it had always been. Kieran’s parents were marine biologists, not Starfleet officers, and no one told them where to go or when to go. Christmas had been a special, family time. Kieran wanted this holiday with her infant daughter, Cami, especially because she had missed so much of Cami’s infancy. Now it looked as though she would have to escort her wife, Lenara, to a plethora of dull meetings over the wormhole issue. 

Kieran had spent the evening conferring with Ro Laren over dinner, discussing the security issues surrounding the conference, most notably with regard to Lenara Wildman. Kieran was always protective of her family, but doubly so in this instance. The Klingons were out for blood, and to make matters worse, their representative from the high counsel was none other than P’Arth of the house of Ve’chuk, Kieran’s ex-lover and former abusive partner, who was now Chancellor, or the head of the Klingon High Council. 

Ro Laren had watched the briefing vid in disbelief, shaking her head. “KT,” she had breathed raggedly, “how the fuck did that parasite get on the Klingon high counsel?” she had demanded, hatred glittering in her dark eyes.

Kieran had tried to tell Laren it would be fine. “Hey,” she had said to the Bajoran head of security, “what does it matter, Laren? P’Arth is where she is. And I have to deal with her. I always knew someday life would toss her sorry ass back in my path. Maybe,” she had added hopefully, “she’s changed?”

Laren had scowled at that. “Not likely. I was asking the question rhetorically. I know all too well how she got on the counsel. Treachery,” Laren had informed her. 

“Treachery?” Kieran asked, puzzled.

Laren had shown Kieran the news vids from Qo’noS, detailing the death of P’Arth’s husband, who died in questionable circumstances. “Popular opinion is that she had the poor bastard killed so she could claim his seat on the high counsel,” Laren advised. “She’s ambitious,” she intoned sarcastically.

“I can’t understand it,” Kieran admitted. “I remember when we were in school, P’Arth told me specifically, women are not allowed on the high council. The one exception was only allowed a temporary seat for a brief mission. Women weren’t allowed to inherit property, either. It used to piss her off, because women could go die in battle as warriors, but they didn’t enjoy the same status as men in the political arena.”

Laren nodded. “Yeah, but KT, if you read the complete background of your ex, she started making noise about women’s rights as soon as she and Mord’ehK mated. He even agreed with her view, primarily because she herself was such a hero of the Empire, and he didn’t think it was fair that someone with her tactical cunning couldn’t sit on the high council. By the time Mor’dehK died, the women on Qo’noS were almost up in arms against their husbands and fathers.”

Kieran laughed. “P’Arth always said she would change the world. I guess she wasn’t kidding. So she really is the Chancellor—and not just pro tem?”

“She’s not only Chancellor, she is very, very popular with the common people of the Empire. They adore her. And she’s taking every opportunity she can to change the plight of women, and the laws that have kept them out of the political arena,” Laren revealed. “Of course, her detractors, though few and far between, accuse her of being so closely aligned with the Federation and more to the point, with Earth, that she has begun to adopt their views on women. They criticize her, saying she is undermining the very fabric of Klingon society.”

Kieran sighed. “It would be a very volatile concept, for that culture, to see them do a paradigm shift toward feminism. That might potentially rend the fabric entirely, don’t you think?” 

Laren was shocked. “Kieran Kelsey Wildman,” she scolded, “you are the last person I ever thought I’d hear defending sexism,” she said flatly, gaping at her friend.

“Don’t misunderstand,” Kieran replied. “I am not defending sexism, Ro. But I also understand that cultural change that comes slowly is generally seen as legitimate, and those behind the change are seen as properly having the authority to implement change. When a culture goes through a social upheaval and embraces radical concepts overnight, it can shatter the cultural foundation. I’m all for equality in the Empire, and I’m completely in favor of women entering the political arena—God knows they can’t do any worse than the men have,” she noted. “But I also understand the backlash that has to be rocking the Empire.”

“Backlash is an understatement,” Laren allowed. “There were riots in the streets, vocal protests and demonstrations that became violent,” she detailed.

Kieran smiled. “You’ve really done your homework, Ro,” she complimented the Bajoran. 

“Hey,” Laren replied, grinning, “you’re going to be my Captain. I’m just looking out for your back,” she promised. “Besides, Kit insisted we learn everything about the enemy,” she laughed. “Your daughter is very protective of you.” 

Kieran had watched the video of P’Arth addressing the homeworld at her husband’s memorial, playing the grieving widow to the hilt. Kieran studied the Klingon intently, remembered those deep brown eyes and how they regarded everyone around her with contempt. She remembered P’Arth’s jagged teeth, and how quickly they tore flesh. P’Arth gestured broadly, her face a mask of grief, her eyes glittering with unshed tears. Kieran realized that the passage of years had not changed her former lover. P’Arth looked more mature, certainly, but not her age. 

“Stop the vid,” she told the computer. “Back it up to time index twelve point six. Watch her hands, Laren,” Kieran said grimly.

Laren studied the Klingon’s hands, noting only that she slid her thumbnail under the nail of her index finger, glancing at her own fingers as she did so. “I don’t see anything, KT,” Laren had replied.

Kieran told the computer to rewind the playback again. “What she’s doing there. She does that when she’s lying,” she recalled. “Anytime she lies, she does that.”

Laren blanched. P’Arth had been saying, in that very moment, how distressed she was over the demise of her husband. “She’s not sorry at all,” Laren muttered. 

Kieran nodded. “I’d bet my life on it. She’s glad he’s gone.”

Laren exhaled raggedly, nodding. “She certainly used his death as a means of garnering every minute of public exposure she could. I went back through the newsvids the second Captain Janeway told me about the rumblings among the Klingons, and P’Arth is plastered all over the news feeds. She set this up so expertly, so that she had the sympathy of the populace, and of course they all thought it was fitting she take her husband’s seat. You know she had to wage a major campaign to pull that off,” she noted.

Kieran crossed her arms, shivering as if she were chilled. P’Arth’s eyes had not changed in all the years since they were lovers. They still had the cold edge of steel about them, the detachment of a predatory animal. “Chancellor Gorkon’s daughter is the only woman I know of that ever got the nod for such an honor,” she agreed. “And the circumstances were similar, only Gorkon’s death was no mystery. It figures P’Arth would be in the middle of some damned mess,” she complained. “God, I was always bailing her ass out of trouble at the Academy,” she added. “Laren, I want you to stick to Lenara as if she were the last orb of the prophets,” she specified. “Do not let her even go to the ensuite alone. I’ll tell her to expect you to be her shadow.” 

“Understood. I want to assign a security detail to you, too,” Laren had insisted. 

Kieran shook her head. “I’m not a scientific dignitary, Laren. I’m an officer. You can’t give me body guards just because P’Arth beat me senseless a few times. First, it’s not protocol, and second, P’Arth might interpret it as an insult. These negotiations are going to be fraught with booby traps, as it is. We can’t do anything to provoke more ill will,” she had sighed. “I appreciate your concern, though,” she had added.

Laren had given her a winning smile. “Hey, you’re my lover’s mother. I know what a wreck Kit is when you’re in danger. I’m just trying to ensure my own peace of mind,” she teased.

Naomi Wildman finished the notations on the composition she was creating at her beloved piano, scripting the final movement of the piece and sighing with satisfaction as she played through the entire song. She was so engrossed in her creative process that she didn’t hear Kieran Wildman slip into their quarters. 

Kieran stood silently, watching her wife with fond admiration, mesmerized as she always was with Naomi’s musical skill. Her mind wandered back to a night on Voyager, when Naomi had played for her, a night long before Kieran admitted her love for the Ktarian. She had joined Naomi on the piano bench that night, a breath away from kissing her, both women wanting that intimacy. Her sense of propriety had paralyzed her desire, and she had disappointed Naomi terribly with her lack of courage. 

When Naomi concluded the run through, Kieran smiled warmly. It was the anniversary of the first time they had made love, all those years ago on Qian. Kieran wondered if Naomi was aware of the date, or if in the passage of time, her memory had blurred that day along with a hundred other important touchstones. “That was magnificent, Na,” Kieran said in a half whisper. 

Naomi turned on the piano bench, blushing. “I didn’t hear you come in,” she admitted. “I’m glad you liked it. I wrote it for you,” she said softly.

Kieran glided across the distance, joining her, facing her on the bench. She remembered a similar conversation, back on Voyager. “I’m honored. There was so much emotion in it, I don’t know what to say,” she echoed their words from so long ago. 

Naomi smiled, remembering too. “You must be my muse,” she replied.

Kieran took Naomi’s face in her hands, as she had done all those years ago, only instead of kissing her forehead chastely, she kissed Naomi full on the mouth, a deep, passionate embrace that left the Ktarian limp and breathless. 

“That’s what I should’ve done that night on Voyager,” Kieran whispered. “Can you ever forgive me?” she pleaded, brown eyes soft with love for the younger woman before her. 

Naomi nodded slowly. “Show me what you wish you had done, KT,” she requested. 

Kieran gathered her into warm arms and lifted her from the bench as Naomi’s arms twined around Kieran’s neck and shoulders. “I should have done this,” she said regretfully, kissing Naomi again as she made her way to their bedroom. “And this,” she added, easing Naomi onto the bed, gazing lovingly down at her as strawberry blonde hair cascaded over their pillows.  

Kieran leaned low over her wife, kissing her with increasing ardor, mouth firm and warm and yearning. Naomi sighed into that kiss, pulling Kieran down on her, and the two women stretched together, kissing tenderly and letting the arousal build slowly between them. 

“Would you have made love to me? If you had done what you wanted?” Naomi asked quietly, hazel eyes locked with Kieran’s darker ones. “Instead of waiting until Qian five years ago today?”

“Yes,” Kieran affirmed, touching Naomi’s pinkened cheek and swallowing the emotion that surged in her heart. “All night long and well into the next day, I’m sure,” she promised, kissing Naomi with forceful abandon. 

Naomi’s mouth was so sweet, so delicate beneath her own, receptive, welcoming as it had always been for Kieran’s affection and desire. Kieran could not recall a time when she wanted Naomi and Naomi had refused her. Kieran breathed the scent of the Ktarian’s hair, kissing a trail from Naomi’s mouth to her earlobe, biting down gently on the thicker flesh. “Naomi,” she groaned slightly in the Ktarian’s ear, “God, I want you.”

Naomi gazed up at her wife with clear intent, reaching to pull Kieran down on her slighter frame, remembering a thousand times they had shared this dance. She felt her clothing slipping away, felt her breasts spilling into Kieran’s generous hands, and gave herself up to the tingling sensations that Kieran’s soft kisses incited. Naomi shivered at the way Kieran’s breath skated over her throat, felt the dizziness of motion as Kieran turned them over, drawing Naomi into powerful arms. 

“I would have let you lead,” she explained to her lover, deep brown eyes sincere. “I was so afraid of misinterpreting your love for me,” she added.

Naomi nodded. “I knew you weren’t sure of me,” she replied. “At least not sexually. You were so conscious of those boundaries,” she noted. “But believe me when I tell you I wanted you to cross them,” she promised, tugging at Kieran’s uniform closure. “I wanted you to take me to bed and make me yours in every way available to us,” she assured her wife. 

Kieran sighed beneath Naomi’s caress, arching into the palms of her fine-boned hands. “You are every bit as beautiful now as then,” she whispered. “Oh, Naomi, you have no idea what torture it was to want you that way. And to tell myself I could never have you.”

Naomi grinned at her wife, nodding. “As I recall, you nearly broke the shower stall door in your make-shift quarters when you had finally let your desires loose,” she teased. 

Kieran laughed. “A Klingon moment,” she agreed, gazing lovingly up at the strawberry blonde above her. “After all, I had been with one for years, and then there was all that frustrated sexual energy,” she excused herself. 

Naomi quirked an eyebrow. “It thrilled me,” she admitted. “How primal you were. How much you wanted me.”

“And there I was, afraid I’d scare you,” Kieran confessed. “Hell, I scared myself,” she chuckled. 

Naomi shook her head. “Do you know, honey, I can still remember how you smelled—your cologne—when you came out of the shower, and the way I could faintly taste mint in your kiss. I can still see you as clear as a bell, in your old blue jeans and your Academy sweatshirt,” she said, sounding far away. “But you didn’t scare me. You couldn’t. I trusted you implicitly, and I always will. No matter how primal you get on me,” she teased, pressing Kieran into their mattress. 

“I’ll remind you you said that the next time I’m having a Neanderthal urge,” Kieran smarted, kissing Naomi gently. 

Naomi smiled seductively. “That sounds like fun,” she replied, nipping at Kieran’s bottom lip roughly. Kieran tried to finish undressing the Ktarian, but Naomi pinned Kieran’s arms over her head momentarily. “I can be pretty Neanderthal myself,” she warned. To illustrate her point she snatched Kieran’s uniform front and jerked it wide open. She noted the spark of desire the gesture evoked in Kieran’s eyes, and she sunk her teeth into Kieran’s throat, the suddenness startling the larger woman beneath her. 

Kieran gave herself up to the heat of the moment, surrendered to Naomi’s insistence. Naomi had never been aggressive, per se; enthusiastic, even vigorous, but not like this. Kisses gave way to biting, punishing ravenous hunger, and Kieran’s lips stung with the harshness of Naomi’s teeth. Naomi bit Kieran’s chin, her neck, her earlobes, not roughly enough to cause damage, but forcefully enough to put a fine point on the moment. 

Kieran’s blood thundered in her veins, the contrast of Naomi’s assertiveness to the Ktarian’s usual tenderness driving her to a near frenzy. She understood how her own aggression had thrilled Naomi, how the directness and decisiveness communicated immediacy. It was that immediacy that had drawn her to Klingons in the first place, but both times, those relationships had deteriorated into violence. Naomi was safe, trusted, cherished, and Kieran knew she did not have to restrain her response to protect herself. She swallowed her need for control, forced her mind to acceptance, and let her reaction unleash itself. 

Clothing flew in a frenzy of motion, some of it damaged in the removal. Naomi gasped as Kieran’s nails raked over the small of her back, the skin burning in the wake, then recaptured Kieran’s kiss with ferocity, both women caught up in the maelstrom of desire. Fever claimed them, filled them, ushered them to a heightened capacity for aggression, and they joined without any hesitancy or restraint, fingers and tongues questing and bodies writhing, voices impassioned as they drove each other to a state of utter abandon. 

And then Naomi was riding that crest, Kieran’s face buried in her folds, lips eager and tongue thrusting, pushing her to that blessed edge. Naomi felt her body surge once, twice, then everything stopped—her breathing, her awareness of her surroundings. She could no longer separate in her mind the distinct sensations of fingers inside her throbbing walls from the sensation of Kieran devouring her clit. It all became a blur in her consciousness, body suffused with aching need, mind overwhelmed by pleasure and fierceness and greedy surrender to her wife’s brutal lovemaking. When the intensity peaked, exploding violently inside her, she shrieked, not knowing her voice had made that sound or was even capable of such a shrill response. She grasped Kieran’s hair so roughly she nearly yanked it free, and still, her body thundered with the breaking waves inside her, and she cried out for the sheer joy of release. 

Without resting even a moment she rolled to the side of the bed, removed the phallus from the nightstand, and eyes darkened with determined lust, she affixed it to herself and moved over her wife. Kieran reached for her, impatient, needful, guiding Naomi inside her waiting channel, hips lifting upward to take the penetration fully. Kieran grunted and groaned and Naomi obediently pushed deeper, until she felt buried inside her wife. They had loved each other this way so many times, but never with such urgency, and Naomi began the rhythmic thrusting that always made them both half-mad. 

Kieran bit Naomi’s shoulder, clutching her ass cheeks as she moved, pulling her deeper with every stroke. Naomi’s speed increased but Kieran clearly needed more, and Naomi moved quicker and harder, until she was thrashing atop her lover. Kieran knew from the tension in Naomi’s body that she was straining not to lose control of her own orgasm, which was threatening. Kieran swallowed hard, rocking desperately against Naomi’s forward motion, anxious to reach her own climax. As she felt the edge nearing, she pressed her lips against Naomi’s ear, and groaned, “Jesus, Naomi, fuck me,” knowing full well the words would push her wife to a blinding frenzy of motion that would finish them both. 

Naomi gasped and shuddered, pounding her hips into Kieran’s thighs, her release fast upon them. She lost all sense of Kieran beneath her as she came into her wife, her rhythm suddenly disjointed and broken, her voice hoarse as she cried out. Kieran came then, legs drawing Naomi as deeply as possible, the heat inside her building until she felt it burning, spreading through her body in a rolling wave of sharp, delicious ecstasy. 

They clung in a sweaty tangle of arms and legs and bodily fluids, Naomi still inside her wife, panting and spent and unable to still her heart. Kieran gazed up into hazel eyes, eyes as fierce with love now as they had been with passion moments before. 

“I love you, Kieran Wildman,” Naomi breathed raggedly. “Since the day I met you,” she added, smiling at the woman beneath her. 

Kieran was too overcome to speak, and settled instead for kissing Naomi deeply and trailing her fingertips over Naomi’s sweat-slicked back. 

Out in the living room of the Wildman’s quarters, Robin and Lenara Wildman exchanged amused and knowing glances. The four women had been married over two years formally, in the multiple partner marriage embraced by the Trill culture. 

“I see the group marriage has done nothing to cool their individual ardor,” Lenara noted, grinning at her wife, her gold-brown hair framing her diminutive face and green-blue-grey eyes.  

“I think it’s sweet,” Robin replied. “It’s their anniversary, you know,” she reminded Lenara. 

The Trill nodded assent. “I do know,” she said softly. “Qian,” she added, a far away look in her eyes. “I wish we could have shared that with them.” 

Robin shrugged, smoothing her shoulder-length brown hair behind delicate ears. “If we had all been on Voyager, who knows how this would have turned out. You know the Kieran Thompson that married Lenara Kahn first in that other dimension ended up never really growing emotionally, not enough to embrace a Trill marriage. Maybe this way was necessary, so we would all end up joined,” Robin decided. She swallowed her momentary melancholy, and said “I only know I wasn’t ready for this that long ago.”

Lenara laughed quietly. “You and I would have ended up rivals for Kieran’s love, and she would have chosen me because she was so angry with you,” the Trill observed without so much as a hint of arrogance. “And then Naomi would have taken her from me,” she chuckled, shaking her head. “Those two could never be apart, not in this universe,” she advised her wife. “And if Kieran couldn’t accept the concept of fanu’tremu, Naomi would have chosen exclusivity with Kieran.”

Robin nodded agreement. “Probably,” she acquiesced. 

Lenara reached across the couch, taking her fanua’thal’s hand. “And we would never have fallen in love at all, Robs,” she added softly, squeezing Robin’s fingers in her own. 

Robin gathered the smaller woman into firm, encompassing arms. “Would you have truly been happy if we’d kept things exclusive, Be’thal?” she asked, cuddling her wife close. “Just you and I married, and Kieran married to Naomi?”

Lenara turned in Robin’s arms and kissed her with conviction. “I would have been happy with you Robbie—I was happy with you. But I am happier with this marriage, I admit. It’s my culture, honey. All I’ve ever known, really. It’s always been difficult for me to think in such singular terms as ‘one partner’, you know?” she asked rhetorically.

Robin kissed her softly, murmuring over her lips. “As long as I’m one of your partners, I can’t complain,” she decided. 

________________

Captain Jean-Luc Picard muttered to himself, reading over the latest briefing from Starfleet. It wasn’t that he didn’t look forward to a rendezvous with the Sato, because he welcomed the opportunity to see Kieran and Lenara Wildman again. But the prospect of lending out Commander Worf was less than satisfactory, and Kathryn Janeway, he knew, would be insufferably smug about the fact that she had spirited away his top choice for Enterprise’s First Officer in Kieran Wildman.

He sighed, running his palm over his balding scalp. He couldn’t really blame Kieran for wanting to go to a Supremacy Class ship. By comparison, Enterprise was practically ready for the scrap heap. He knew Enterprise would be upgraded as soon as the Sagan was out of the shipyards. But that also meant relinquishing his current Number One, Stephanie Moss, who would be taking the Captaincy of the Sagan. Ever since the Dominion War, he could barely keep key positions filled on his ship. He had heard good things about Kieran’s daughter, Kit Wildman, and he intended to look her over with a keen eye. It was never too soon to assess an officer’s potential, and Kit had Number One written all over her. Besides, she was Kieran’s daughter, and that counted for a lot in his book. 

Worf was ready for this assignment, and in fact, was most likely destined for this all along. “Ambassador Worf,” Picard said aloud, letting the words roll off his tongue. “It has a nice ring,” he decided. “Commander Moss,” he hailed his first. “There’s been a change in plans. Set an intercept course for the Sato, maximum warp.”

Stephanie Moss grinned, a fluttering feeling in her stomach. She had friends aboard Sato, most notably, Kieran Wildman, her former teammate, and Kieran’s wives. “Aye, Sir. We’ve got their locator beacon coordinates. Changing course.”

“Very good. Commander, come to my ready room. I need to brief you on the mission,” he added. 

Stephanie Moss stared at the screen in disbelief, scowling at the images. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she groused, pale green eyes flashing pure hatred. 

Picard stopped the playback. “Something wrong, Commander?” he inquired, quirking an eyebrow at his first officer.

Stephanie nodded, her perfectly coiffed chestnut-colored hair bobbing. “Yes, Sir. I know that woman,” she inclined her head toward the Klingon on the screen. 

“And you think she’s not capable of the treachery she’s suspected of?” he asked, straightening his uniform tunic. 

“On the contrary,” Mossy replied, biting her lip. “I’m certain she’s capable of much, much worse,” she admitted. “I didn’t know she had married into such an influential family, much less that her husband was dead,” she added, fretting over it. “Frankly, I wouldn’t be surprised if she did murder him. It wouldn’t be without precedent, in terms of her violent tendencies.”

Picard’s eyebrows shot skyward. “How do you know her?” he demanded. 

Mossy sighed. “I know her because I thought seriously about killing her, myself,” she confessed. “Back at the Academy. She’s a drop out. She’s also the Klingon that beat the shit out of Kieran Thompson on more than one occasion.”

Picard’s knuckles went white. “P’Arth of the house of Ve’chuk?” he asked, incredulous. “That’s who put Kieran in the infirmary?” he hissed, grinding his back teeth.

Mossy nodded curtly. “Yes, Sir. I’d know that face anywhere. You knew about all that?” she asked, surprised.

“Kieran’s service record included Doctor Pulaski’s medical documentation of the abuse. Oh, Kate tried to couch it in obscure terms and vague illusions, but before we took Kieran on as an intern, Deanna Troi and I put two and two together. And when we interviewed her for the posting, we asked several rather blunt questions. Kieran was humiliated, but I had to make sure she wasn’t in a bad state of mind. It helped having an empath to evaluate her clandestinely,” he confided. “But I had no idea who the culprit was. I certainly did not know it had been a Klingon,” he breathed, stunned.

“So they think P’Arth killed her own husband to garner a seat on the high counsel,” Mossy ruminated over the briefing tape. 

Picard shook his head. “More likely that she hired someone to kill him. But yes, she wanted his seat on the high counsel, or more specifically, she wanted to be Chancellor. The Empire is finally at a stage in its development to allow a female to assume that sort of authority, provided she’s a proven warrior. P’Arth must be just that, if she was voted onto the high counsel. She’s very popular among the common factions on Qo’noS, which is odd. She has been a figure of wealth and privilege, but she came from simple roots, and they identify with her, apparently.” he explained. “Living out their dreams, as it were,” he sighed.

“Didn’t they have a woman on the high counsel once before—Chancellor Gorkon’s daughter?” Mossy asked, sure that P’Arth would not be the first woman on the counsel.

“Yes, his daughter, Azetbur,” Picard confirmed. “And under similarly suspicious circumstances,” he advised.  

“So Worf is going to serve as the Ambassador from the Federation—to what end?” Mossy puzzled over it. 

Picard smiled. “Ostensibly to deal with the political fallout over Starfleet’s decision to place the stable wormhole’s aperture in Romulan space. The Klingon Empire sorely wanted the wormhole to terminate in Klingon space, and sending an Ambassador is a way to soothe hurt feelings. Meanwhile, Sato is going to do a covert investigation into the murder. And Kathryn Janeway is going to be instated as the official Ambassador to the entire Beta Quadrant,” he added. “She’ll be working closely with Worf.” 

“And while we’re at HQ, what is our assignment?” Stephanie asked, knowing he had called her in for a specific assignment.

“Ro Laren is serving aboard the Sato. I want you to work with her and with Kieran Wildman on the murder investigation. Put your heads together. And number one? Keep an eye on Kieran. If she has a history with this P’Arth, we can’t drop our guard for a second.” He hesitated, then smiled. “And when the mission is over, my friend, you’re going to be taking the big chair on the Sagan,” he added.

_____________

Kit Wildman was off cleaning the Captain’s quarters, satisfying a bet she had lost. Her lover and roommate Ro Laren lounged on the couch in their quarters with Kit’s two wives, who were sprawled on the floor. 

“So I’ve been afraid to admit this to Kit,” Laren was saying, “but I don’t get the whole statue joke. Why is there a statue of Kieran on the ship?” Her dark eyes sparkled with amusement as she smoothed her shoulder length jet-black hair behind her ears. 

Emily grinned at the Bajoran, liking the way the ridges on the bridge of her nose bunched up when she something delighted her. “Oh, you just wait. We’ll show you the real one at the Academy,” she promised, dark eyes equally merry.

“The real statue? There’s a statue of Kieran at Starfleet Academy?” Laren was incredulous. 

Jenny nodded, her shoulder-length brown hair swaying with her laughter. “When Voyager got lost, Kieran’s old teammates erected a memorial in her honor. The statue in the gym is a much smaller version of the real McCoy.”

Laren laughed then. “Now I get it. Oh, Prophets, I bet Kieran almost died when she saw it. Have you guys ever seen the championship game she played in?” she asked. 

“Too many times to count. Kit made us watch it repeatedly. If she hasn’t forced you yet, I’m telling her not to forget it,” Emily smarted, stretching her slender legs and leaning back on her hands. “Share the misery.”

“I saw the original,” she replied. “You can’t blame Kit for being proud, you know,” Laren teased them. Her dark eyes sparkled with humor. 

“While you were mining dolamide, Kieran was playing pro ball. She took her team to the championship. She was rookie of the year, too. I cannot believe Kit hasn’t made you look at the shrine,” Jenny complained. “But since we’re going to Florida, you’ll have to see Kieran’s old room. It’s quite the tribute. She hates it.”

“Have you ever been scuba diving?” Emily asked her.

Laren shook her head. “I’m not even sure what it is,” she admitted. 

“It stands for self-contained underwater breathing apparatus,” Jenny explained. “It’s where you take a rebreather, it recycles the air from your lungs and turns it back into breathable air, and you swim in the ocean,” she detailed. “Kit is crazy about it—so are the Moms, and every vacation we do a dive. Kieran’s parents were marine biologists, and she and Cassidy grew up diving coral reefs for fun. We should take you on the holodeck and show you, in fact. Kit will be thrilled if you know how to dive, and she can take you in Florida. We went on a dive honeymoon,” she added. 

“Yeah,” Emily enthused. “We’ve been diving in Australia, Micronesia, Hawaii, Mexico, Bali, California, Florida—we should show you the pictures sometime.”

“Show me now?” Laren asked. 

After retrieving the photo album of their wedding, Jenny and Emily joined her on the couch. “When we got married, we dove the lava tubes in Hawaii, and went diving at night with sharks,” Emily showed her the photos. 

Laren grinned ear to ear. “These are your wedding pictures? Prophets aren’t you three cute!” she laughed. “How sweet,” she added. “You’re both so pretty with the flowers in your hair. And Kit looks so happy,” she realized, swallowing hard.  She was happy with them once. And if you would only bow out, she could be again. “Pah-wraiths,” she swore, “I shouldn’t be here,” she muttered. She started to get up and leave. 

Emily held her arm. “Laren, don’t go,” she urged her. “Why would you think you shouldn’t be here?”

Laren stared at her blankly. “I’m sleeping with your wife,” she reminded them. 

“Yeah, we know,” Jenny teased her. “We aren’t deaf,” she laughed, nudging the Bajoran. “Kit loves you, Laren. It’s fine. We didn’t get these out to rub your nose in the marriage. Look—these are sharks,” she showed her the dive photos. “And that’s Kit feeding one.”

Laren’s eyes bulged. “That thing has more teeth than a Do’vahk,” she squeaked. 

“That’s the point. Sharks could eat people if they wanted to, and sometimes they do,” Emily explained.

“And you’re feeding them?” Laren looked genuinely frightened. “Couldn’t it just as easily bite your hand?” She pointed to the photo of Jenny holding out a large fish.

“Yes. That’s the risk. It’s what made it fun. You know, dangerous things get your adrenaline pumping,” she enthused. “Let’s go diving on the holodeck. Kit won’t be home for hours, and you really need to experience this. It’s amazing.”

Laren looked skeptically at her. “Okay, but delete all the sharks from the program,” she insisted. 

Jenny lay her hand on Laren’s shoulder. “I promise. No sharks,” she said. 

Laren emerged from the water, climbing into the motorboat, smiling with satisfaction. “That was better than eating jumja sticks all day,” she sighed, hugging Jenny and Emily. “Thanks for showing me. No wonder Kit loves it. It’s beautiful down there. Thanks for taking out the sharks,” she added.

Jenny laughed. “We didn’t. You just didn’t notice them, you were so intrigued with the fish. Honest, Laren, if you don’t bother them, they won’t bother you, unless there’s blood in the water. Mostly, they avoid people like the plague,” she assured the Bajoran. 

“Where did you say this program is set?” She toweled salt water from her hair. 

“This one is the Great Barrier Reef in Australia. Next time we’ll invite Lenara to come and take you diving on a holoprogram of Trill’s Oceans.”

Laren grinned. “You’re telling me all the Wildwomen go diving?”

Emily nodded. “Kieran got them all hooked on it. She got Kit hooked, too, and Kit taught us. It’s a family tradition, now. Kathryn’s been diving for years, and Seven learned from Naomi and Kieran. I think the only ones who don’t dive are B'Elanna and Noah.”

“Cassidy and Cameron, too?” she asked. She adored Cassidy, and liked Cameron almost as much.

“They’re marine biologists, just like Kieran’s parents. They used to dive every day in their jobs,” Emily affirmed.

“People do this for a living?” Laren was stunned.

“They study fish and aquatic plants. That’s what marine biologists do. That’s why Cassidy runs the fish hatchery on the ship. She’s imminently qualified for it. You should hang out with her at her job, one day. It’s really interesting,” Jenny encouraged her. “She makes sure the crew from the Aqualands of Xerxes Four stays fed.”

“Speaking of eating fish, I’m starving,” Emily put in. “Diving always makes me ravenous,” she commented.

“Diving and sex,” Jenny ribbed her. “Shall we go out to dinner, or make something at home, honey?”

“I think since we’re doing the whole marine thing, we should have Seafood. Have you been to Uncle Salty’s Crab Shack, Laren? It’s on Main Street,” Emily asked. 

Laren shook her head. “Nope. I used to always cook for Kit, and I’ve only eaten at the Transwarp and Chimera,” she noted. 

“Oh, you’re in for a treat, then,” Emily promised. “This one’s on me, in fact. I got the advance for my next book,” she said happily.

Laren grinned at her. “I cannot believe you’re a published author. I really ought to read Lenara's biography. Kieran was bragging about you one day, Ems, and told me your book is now required reading at the Academy for all the Stellar Sciences majors. You must be really proud,” she complimented the dark-haired young woman. 

Emily shrugged. “It was the kind of opportunity that comes along once in a lifetime, and Lenara just—dropped it in my lap.”

“How did that happen? I mean, she’s your mother, right?” Laren asked. 

“Let’s go home and clean up,” Jenny motioned them out of the holodeck. “Computer, end program,” she ordered. “We can tell you the whole story over dinner. Laren, you can shower first if you want, and Ems and I will wait. You know, if you want, we can reconfigure our quarters so we’re not sharing one big ensuite. We just didn’t bother when you moved in because we figured you’ll be promoted soon, and we’ll move to new quarters then,” she reasoned.

Laren shrugged. “I don’t mind showering with you guys. You won’t bite like the sharks, will you?” she asked, smiling.

“Well, Emily might,” Jenny teased. “She thinks you’re Beta Quadrant pretty,” she added, elbowing Emily.

“Damn, Jen, shut up,” Emily giggled. “She’s such a blowfish,” she told Laren. 

Laren laughed uproariously. “Well, you can look if you want, but don’t say I didn’t warn you,” she giggled, entering their quarters. “Should I keep this?” She pointed to her wetsuit. 

“Definitely. They’re pretty pricey, so take good care of it,” Jenny warned.

“Wait—how did I get this without paying for it, then?” she asked, dismayed. “I didn’t enter my credit chit.”

Emily smiled. “Housewarming gift for you. Welcome to Chez Wildwoman,” she laughed, spreading her arms wide to present their quarters in grand style. “If you’re going to hang with this crew, you have to have gear, Laren. Don’t worry about it,” she hugged her lightly. “Jenny acts like we’re on some major budget, when we have money out the ying yang,” she nudged her wife. “She grew up poor. So did I. But we’re pretty well off, thanks to Kit’s trust fund and my book royalties.”

Laren looked befuddled. “I don’t know what to say. Thank you,” she offered, hugging Emily briefly. “Can I borrow a copy of your book? I really should read it,” she said faintly. 

“I’ll give you your own. I still have advanced copies leftover. It wasn’t so popular that I had to give them all away,” she said lightly.

“Don’t let her tell you that,” Jenny said proudly, slinging an arm around her wife’s shoulders. “It was on the bestseller list for fourteen weeks.” Her frost-white eyes glowed as she bragged about her spouse. “Ems was the talk of the publishing world for quite some time,” she added.

Emily kissed Jenny softly, not caring that Laren was watching. “Honey, the subject matter sold the book, not my writing. Lenara is a worthy topic, and her career is important.”

“What’s your next book about?” Laren asked, impressed. She headed for the ensuite and slipped her wetsuit down to the waist. “Uh—how do you get out of these?” she asked, getting stuck at her thighs. 

Jenny grinned. “Peel yourself like a banana,” she demonstrated, standing there in her bikini. “You should stuff your shirt and shorts in the recycler, Laren. They’re soaked with sweat,” she noted the damp spots gathering on Laren’s chest. 

“Prophets up a jumja tree,” Laren swore, dismayed at herself. “I didn’t mean to mess up my new garb, you guys,” she apologized. 

Emily held her shoulders. “Laren, you live here. You can make whatever mess you like,” she said kindly. “Besides, while the holographic water disappears the instant the program ends, the wetsuit doesn’t, and without the cool water, you’re bound to break a sweat in it. I’ll start the shower. Jenny, would you run my wetsuit through the cleaning cycle?”

“Sure, honey,” Jenny agreed. “Laren, give me yours, too,” she offered. 

Laren hung on to the neoprene suit. “I’ll carry mine. You look loaded down.”

“In here,” Jenny replied, showing her the facility. The ensuite had a large dressing area with hooks for hanging wet clothes, and a drain in the floor, for when they went diving in real environments and needed to let their wetsuits drip dry. “We designed it with this sport in mind,” she explained, stuffing hers through the special recycling unit inside the ensuite. “Give me your shirt and shorts, and I’ll run them through,” she said. 

As Laren stripped off her shirt, Jenny was stunned to see her body covered with scars. “Laren, my God,” she breathed, “what happened to you?” 

Laren shrugged. “I got the benawa kicked out of me by the Cardies,” she replied. “They beat their prisoners for exercise,” she said nonchalantly. “And the Valerians aren’t much better,” she reported, showing Jenny her back.

Jenny covered her mouth in horror. “Good Christ on Sunday,” she gasped. “Oh, Laren, how did you survive that?” she asked, eyes filling with tears. 

Laren touched her cheek, trying to calm her down. “It’s okay, Jenny. It doesn’t hurt now. It just looks bad.”

Emily came into the dressing area. “The water’s good and—holy shit,” she gasped. “Laren, you look like I did after my foster mother beat me with a wire hanger,” she gaped at the wounds. “I can’t believe Dr. Winfield didn’t treat you for that. Didn’t you want her to?”

“She never mentioned it. I didn’t think it could be treated, after so many years. You looked like this? Your parents did this to you?” she asked, outraged. 

“Foster parents. My real ones didn’t want me at all,” she replied off-handedly. “Come on, let’s get showered and then have dinner.”

They spent the evening lingering over crab legs and lobster tails in drawn butter, Emily detailing for her companions the subject of her next book which was the opening of the wormhole between Quadrants. After dinner, the women retired to their quarters, and Emily showed Laren her medical file, to demonstrate how scarred her own back had been. 

“This was how it looked before,” she clicked into the photos of her own scars, grimacing at her own injuries. 

Jenny had never seen them. She almost lost her expensive lobster dinner. “Ems,” she rested her hands on her wife’s shoulders, “honey, I had no idea. I knew you were abused, but shit, you never said they damn near killed you,” she said, biting her lip, tears threatening. 

Emily lay her hands over Jenny’s as they rested on her shoulders. “Sweetie, that was a long time ago. And look now,” she showed Laren her back. “Good as new.”

Laren whistled appreciatively. “What a difference,” she sounded awed. “Can they really do that for me?”

“Absolutely,” Jenny assured her. “We can go see Joely right now, in fact. Do you want to?”

Laren considered. “Yes. I’m self-conscious about it, because when people see how I look they want to know what happened, and I have to tell the whole thing. Which means I have to relive it,” she said darkly. 

“I’m sorry, Laren, you should have told me it was none of my business,” Jenny said softly. “Really.” She took Laren’s hand, looking apologetic. 

Laren squeezed her fingers companionably. “I didn’t mind telling you guys. You already knew, anyway, you just hadn’t seen the evidence. I mean, I was a slave. Beatings and rape and all those niceties come with the territory.” She smiled. “Don’t fret about it. Listen, you guys stay here and enjoy some space, and I’ll see Joely alone. You don’t need to hold my hand, you know.”

Jenny smiled warmly at her. “I see Emily all the time. And I kind of like holding your hand,” she said sincerely, frost-white eyes glowing with approval. 

“Jen,” Laren said quietly, squirming inwardly, “I really don’t know what to say when you flirt with me,” she admitted. 

“Ignore her, then,” Emily recommended. “She’s incorrigible. Jen, quit freaking her out, you evil polygamist,” she teased, perfect teeth flashing a smile.

Laren cracked up. “You two are funny,” she commented, wiping her eyes. She shook her head, still chuckling at their teasing. 

Kit came home just then, and found her wives and lover at the workstation. “How come you guys are looking at Emily’s med file?” she asked, stooping to kiss Laren. 

“We were about to make a field trip to sickbay,” Jenny replied. “Laren is going to see if Joely can treat her scars.”

“Oh.” Kit didn’t seem enthusiastic about the idea. Her golden eyes took on a dullness that indicated she disapproved. 

“Is there something wrong with my doing that?” Laren asked. “Don’t you think I’d look a whole lot better without them?” 

Kit took her hands. “I think you’re sexy and perfect and beautiful,” she said honestly. “I don’t even notice you have scars. It just doesn’t register with me, I guess. If it’s something you want to do, then you should,” she tried to be supportive. “But they’re part of your life—of who you are. And I love who you are,” she added, touching Laren’s face tenderly and kneeling in front of her. Laren was seated beside Emily on a swiveling chair, facing Kit. 

Kit reached for her face, pulling her in for a gentle kiss, the kind that made Laren’s toes tingle. 

“What was that for?” Laren smiled softly at her, caressing her ear where Laren’s Bajoran earring adorned her. Laren had given her that earring as a symbol of her commitment to Kit. 

“Just that I love you, and I needed you to know it,” Kit advised her.

Laren was moved by the tenderness in Kit’s tone, and she kissed her then, not caring that Emily and Jenny were right there. “I love you, too, Kittner,” she said softly. 

 “Do you want to see Joely?” Kit asked, cupping Laren’s face in her hand and thinking nothing Laren did could make the Bajoran more beautiful in her eyes. 

Laren nodded. “I do. I think I’d be less self-conscious if I didn’t look so weathered,” she admitted. 

“Okay then,” Kit kissed her again. “We’ll all go. You’re going to find that the treatments require my help,” she advised. “Ems and I went through hers together. It means you’re going to get to be naked and slathered in regenerative gel for a couple of hours a day,” she warned. “Joely will probably have you do it in sides—front and back, because you have to let the gel air itself for it to work.” 

Emily nodded. “It’s not bad though. And Kit is very gentle and sweet about the application. Remember, Samurai?” she asked, smiling winningly at her wife. 

“I do, honey,” Kit nodded. “It led to some pretty interesting encounters,” she said playfully, waggling her eyebrows. 

“So you’re telling me if I do this therapy, I’m going to get lots of sex out of it?” Laren laughed. 

“Where do I sign up for it, then?” Jenny asked. 

Kit kissed Jenny briefly, something she hadn’t done since Laren moved in. “Sweetie, you have to earn the scars to do the therapy. Sorry to break the bad news. You’ll have to lure people into sex the old fashioned way.”

_____________

Captain Kathryn Janeway smiled warmly at her eldest daughter, Naomi Wildman, seating her at the dining room table. She pulled out a second chair for Naomi’s wife, Lenara Wildman. “Lenara,” she said to the diminutive Trill scientist, “please, sit down. Can I get either of you anything? Coffee? Wine?”

Naomi grinned, her hazel eyes alight with joy. “I think wine would be good. Champagne, in fact,” she enthused, taking Lenara’s hand across the table. 

Lenara smiled back at her wife shyly, her Trill spots fading momentarily with emotion.  “Champagne is perfect,” she agreed, unable to take her eyes off Naomi Wildman. 

Kathryn replicated a bottle of the bubbling wine and poured drinks all around. “I get the feeling we’re celebrating something.”

Naomi blushed, but she nodded. “We are. You’re going to be a grandmother,” she replied softly, still gazing at the Trill.

Kathryn smiled broadly. “Which one of you is pregnant?” she asked, raising her glass.

Seven smiled knowingly. “Lenara, you’re glowing,” she accused playfully.

“You think?” Lenara murmured, touching her own face. 

Naomi leaned over and kissed her. “You are, Be’thal,” she agreed.

Lenara chuckled. “I’m not even pregnant yet,” she protested. 

Kathryn nodded. “When are you inseminating?” she asked, reaching for Naomi’s hand. 

“In the morning,” Lenara replied. “I’m so nervous,” she admitted. 

“I can only imagine how smart and beautiful this child will be,” Kathryn returned, nodding approval. “I’m very happy for you both. Erin, Chance and Cami will have another playmate,” she noted.

“I’m glad you finally listened to reason, Naomi,” Seven added, “and decided not to try to carry a child yourself.”

“The Wildwomen forbade it,” Lenara put in. “As well we should.” She smiled sympathetically at her wife. “Believe me, dre’cadre,” she mollified her wife, “you’re not missing anything.”

Naomi sighed. “I’m so happy I don’t even care who carries the baby. I’m just sorry to have to put you through this, honey,” she apologized. 

“It was my choice. I’m ready for this, Na,” she asserted. “In fact, if I were to wait much longer, it wouldn’t be wise. And having the girls close to the same age is a good idea.” The soft-spoken Trill sipped her champagne contemplatively. 

“The Wildwomen conferred last night, and we decided that since Katie is named after K-Mom, and Cami is named after Cassidy and Cameron, this child should be named Annika,” Naomi advised her Borg mother. 

“And in keeping with the Trill custom of matriarchal inheritance,” Lenara added, “it will be Annika Samantha, after you and after Naomi’s birth mother.”

Seven of Nine was completely flustered, blushing and stuttering. “I—don’t—how can I? I—thank you,” she managed to say finally.

Naomi laughed gently. “Mom, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you at such a loss,” she teased. 

Seven of Nine’s crystal clear eyes clouded with emotion. “I am so touched,” she said quietly, leaning over to kiss Naomi’s cheek, then Lenara’s. 

“I wanted to invite you both to come with us, if you like,” Lenara offered. “Don’t feel obligated, but you’re welcome. O700 hours in sickbay, tomorrow.”

Kathryn took the Trill’s cool hand in her own. “We wouldn’t miss it,” she agreed.

_____________

The Wyoming prairie sighed as the evening approached, and Seven of Nine served dinner inside the ranch house to her wife, Kathryn Janeway. Kathryn smiled at the fare, thinking Seven had been reading up on ranch life, since dinner consisted of barbecued ribs, corn on the cob, coleslaw and cowboy beans. 

“It smells wonderful, darling,” she complimented her wife, standing to seat her again. “You spoil me.” 

Seven grinned. “It’s the least I can do since you took the day off to be with me,” she said sweetly. “It was a wonderful day, Kathryn.”

The auburn-haired captain served them both generous portions of ribs, smiling at her lovely wife. “Which part was your favorite?” she asked tenderly. 

“I think the sunrise breakfast,” Seven decided, scooping slaw onto her plate. “It was so peaceful, gazing out over the valley. And the way the horses’ breath steamed in the cold air, the silence of the sky, the warmth of you next to me—it was all perfection, even by Borg standards,” she said dreamily. 

“Annika,” Kathryn said sentimentally, “you’re so descriptive sometimes. I know deep inside that Borg enhanced ribcage lies the heart of a poet.”

Seven snapped out of her reverie. “I’ve been reading a book of poetry that Jenny lent to me,” she admitted. “It’s a whole new perspective on the world. Jenny is very well read, apparently, and she gave me a collection of the greatest poets of the Alpha quadrant. Of course, B'Elanna had to counter that with a book of Klingon poems, which sound much more like arguments than poetry,” she giggled. “She thinks they are the height of romance, though.”

Kathryn laughed at her Klingon Chief Engineer’s taste in written material. “Here’s a bit of trivia I bet you didn’t know,” she offered, reaching for the beans. “Ro Laren’s mother was a celebrated poet on Bajor. Laren mentioned it once during bridge duty. I looked through the L-Cars system, and sure enough, she was a published poet, lauded by her peers. That was before Laren was even born, but I read some of her work and it was magnificent.”

Seven’s face lit up. “Truly? Laren’s mother? I can’t fathom that, as stoic as she is. The only time her true sensitivity shows is with Kit.”

“Ah, not so, my love,” Kathryn disagreed. “Have you seen her with the children?” The Captain gave her a knowing smile.

“I can’t say I have. Why?” Seven asked, nibbling at her corn. 

“She has a very soft spot for our second daughter,” Kathryn wisely noted. “Those two are thick as thieves.” Kathryn chuckled, thinking of the Bajoran and her daughter.

“Geejay has exquisite taste in women. First Kieran, then Cassidy, and now Ro,” Seven teased. 

Kathryn rolled her eyes. “Darling, I can live knowing you’re attracted to Kato. And of course, by corollary, to Cassidy. But three women in my domain is too many.”

Seven chuckled. “You forgot B'Elanna, Cameron, and Lenara,” she chided her wife. “They are all very attractive as well.” 

Kathryn munched on her coleslaw, scowling playfully at her wife. “Keep talking, and I’ll delete this program.”

Seven leaned over to kiss her wife. “Please don’t. I adore our bed in this simulation. It’s so roomy, and the headboard is exactly right for clinging to it while you make love to me with your mouth,” she said quite matter-of-factly.

Kathryn nearly choked on her ribs. She coughed into her napkin, face reddening. “Don’t mince words, Seven,” she howled with laughter. “Out with your true feelings,” she encouraged her wife. 

“I’m serious,” Seven replied, grinning facetiously. She loved to take Kathryn by surprise with some explicit statement when Kathryn least expected it. “In fact, if you would hurry up and eat, we could get some use out of that headboard,” she reasoned. 

Kathryn only howled louder. “Subtle, darling,” she guffawed. 

Seven regarded her with loving eyes. “I am surprised at how relaxed you are, Kathryn.”

“Why?” she sobered momentarily.

“The old Kathryn Janeway would be sullen today, and telling me how Naomi is too young to be having a child with Lenara Kahn.”

“Ah. Well, that Kathryn Janeway is good and gone. When you and Kieran were missing, Naomi helped me parent the girls. And she is a stellar parent. She’s patient, and nurturing, and loving. I found myself leaning on her a great deal, without you here.” Kathryn sipped her iced tea, watching her wife’s reaction. She sighed regretfully. “You and Kieran did a marvelous job of raising her.”

Seven dipped her head. “You think you had no influence on her, but you did, Kathryn. Naomi loves you endlessly.”

Kathryn nodded. “We are very close now. I only wish I had been better equipped for her when she was younger. But I suppose I can’t complain, seeing how she turned out. And I have come to realize that this inclusive marriage of hers is absolutely the right situation for her. She’s very fulfilled and the Wildwomen love her well and truly. Seeing how they rallied when you and Kieran were missing did my heart a world of good,” she admitted. “I had always conceived of Lenara as some aloof theoretician, until then, but I saw her true colors. She is so tender with Naomi, so solicitous—every bit as much as Kieran was when Na was sick. And Robin worships the ground our daughter walks on. I swear, half the time, Robbie looks at Na as if they were lovesick teenagers.”

“I’ve seen it too. Naomi deserves that level of adoration. I’m glad she has it. Of course, she’s always had it from Kieran.” Seven bit into her corn, trying not to make a big mess with it and failing entirely as the juicy kernels dripped on her chin. 

Kathryn sucked in a quick breath, stunned at how erotic the image was. 

Seven saw her wife’s eyes widen and her pupils dilate. “Kathryn?” she asked. 

The older woman took her napkin and reached for Seven’s chin, swabbing it dry. “Sorry, lustful moment,” she said softly. “Seeing your face glistening like that…” she trailed off. 

Seven laughed with delight. “I should scold you, but I put the lurid thoughts in your mind, so I won’t,” she said playfully. “Are you about finished, Captain?” she demanded, giggling. 

“So impatient I can’t even eat a decent meal,” Kathryn bitched good-naturedly. “Stasis lids. I’m going to be hungry by the time you’re done with me, I’m sure.”

Seven quirked an eyebrow. “Darling, wherever did you get the idea I’ll ever be done with you?”

_____________

Emily Wildman closed down her work station in the Astrometrics department, shrugging the tension from her shoulders. She had been pondering Trill scriptures all day long, running through them in her head, learning the history of her adoptive mother’s people, the foundations of Trill culture. She had decided to undertake the Prala’prem, a ceremony that would bond her to Lenara’s family line for eternity, and to the Wildwomen Lenara was married to. She had been studying for several weeks, and meeting with Lenara to discuss what she was reading, making certain she grasped the subtleties of the theology that surrounded the host-symbiont relationship. 

Seven of Nine smiled at her. “Good night, Lieutenant,” she said as Emily made her way out of the lab. 

Emily smiled, waving silently, her thoughts preoccupied with the recent material she had been learning. The Guardians, who tended to the symbionts in the sacred caves, had a culture and a clergical structure all their own, and it was becoming patently clear that the symbionts were considered, by Trill, a higher lifeform than the hosts themselves. Without realizing it, Emily had wandered to Lenara’s laboratory, questions festering in her head.

Lenara Wildman glanced up as she heard Emily’s footfalls, and left her workstation. “Hello, dre’cadre,” she said brightly, noting that Emily looked contemplative.

Emily didn’t bother to greet her mother. “So you were taught from a very early age that the host is a subordinate lifeform?” she asked.

Lenara inclined her head. “It is our value system,” she explained. “Before the Trill people evolved into the host-symbiont zeitgeist,” she continued, “we were directionless, purposeless. Only in the sacred bonding did our true natures become fulfilled, our potentialities realized. It’s like—” she puzzled over it, searching for an analogy, “the Borg. They assimilate other cultures to strive toward fulfillment and perfection. A Trill host similarly assimilates the symbiont, and with it, all the lives of the former hosts and the symbiont’s wealth of experience and knowledge. It’s almost as though we can swallow our predecessors whole,” she said softly, watching Emily’s reaction. 

Emily bit her lip in consternation. “But Mom, the scriptures teach that your life is less important than your symbiont’s life, and you are pledged to protect the symbiont at all costs, even to your own detriment,” she worried over it.

“Yes, and even if it means sacrificing my life. And you need to understand that, Emily. When Trill speak the Be’Prem, as I did with Naomi, Robbie, and Kieran, part of their commitment is to pledge themselves to the symbiont, just as I did when I became a host. They understand that it is my spiritual conviction that the symbiont comes first, and if it came down to it, and one of them had to choose my survival or the symbiont’s, they would do the right thing, and they would save the symbiont.”

Emily shuddered. “Surely not,” she argued. “Mom, they’d die before they’d make a choice like that.”

“Wapur’on,” Lenara said gently, soothing Emily’s fear with the coolness of her tone, “my wives know me. And they know that even if I could physically survive the loss of my symbiont, which is difficult in and of itself, my psyche could not survive, not after being a joined Trill all these years.”

Emily pondered it awhile. “It would be like Seven being severed from the Collective,” she concluded. 

“Exactly,” Lenara agreed. “I am so accustomed to the input from the Kahn symbiont, the constant information and internal conversation, that the sudden silence would drive me mad, I am sure,” she explained. “And as much as I love this life, I love what the Kahn symbiont can do for my life just as much. Don’t you see? I become nearly immortal, and I live on in the memories of the Kahn symbiont, even after Lenara Otner’s body is laid to rest,” she said serenely. “Dre’on, why does this upset you so?” she asked kindly, touching Emily’s cheek.

Emily leaned into her mother’s palm. “It just bothers me that you were taught you are somehow less valuable than your symbiont, Mom. How did you ever learn to love yourself, when your own people value you less than the parasite you harbor?”

Lenara gathered her into a warm hug. “The Kahn symbiont may seem to you like a parasite, but honey, think about the word symbiosis. It implies a give and take, not a unidirectional drain. I get as much as I give, I assure you. In fact, I think I have the benefit of this bargain, in the long run. I provide only one person’s perspective to the symbiont and a safe harbor for it to live in. But I am given a rich relationship to my people, to their history, to the inclusiveness of our society, all through the Kahn symbiont. I am privileged to carry it, Ems,” she assured her. 

Emily regarded her intently, gazing into her gray-green-blue eyes, looking for a hint of doubt. Satisfied, she nodded. “It’s a stretch at times, accepting these things. But I try to suspend disbelief, Mom.”  She leaned her forehead against Lenara’s. “I love you, you know.”

“Thala’de’re,” Lenara echoed the sentiment. 

“Have you stopped by Oasis Central, yet?” Emily asked. Oasis Central was the wellness center aboard the ship, where the staff provided massage, acupressure, Reiki, nutritional healing, cosmetic consultations, and body art. 

“I did,” Lenara replied. “My vallette patterns are on file there, and you can have your familial vallette anytime you’re ready,” she said approvingly. “I think you’ll look great as a Trill, Ems,” she encouraged her with a grin.

“Me too,” Emily said fondly, touching the genetic markings at Lenara’s temples. “I decided to have the tattoos done on both temples, so I’ll look balanced.”

Lenara nodded. “And what about your Wildwomen? Are they being supportive?” she asked, eyes reflecting Emily’s.

“They are. You know Jenny supports absolutely everything I do, and Kit is so enthralled with Ro, she’s easy going about everything around her. But as for having a more Trill identified marriage, Kit seems to be immersing herself in Bajoran religion and customs.”

“Understandably,” Lenara allowed. She kissed Emily’s cheek. “I am so pleased you want this deeper connection to me,” she said softly. A glimmer of sadness passed over her face, and Emily saw it right away.

“What, Mom?” she asked.

Lenara had tears gathering in her eyes, but she blinked them back. “I was just thinking, how much I wish we had found one another sooner.”

Emily hugged her close. “Me too,” she affirmed.

______________

Kieran Wildman exhaled slowly and launched her shot, watching the basketball bank into the net. “That’s game, Kittner,” she advised her daughter, taking Kit under her arm. 

Kit scowled. “You know, Mom, you should let me win just once, so I don’t get terminal low self-esteem,” she teased. “Nice game. I can blame it on your cybernetic parts, now, you know.”

Kieran stuck her tongue out. “Basketball is about finesse, and I guarantee you, my cyber-enhanced arm takes a lot more effort to control than an organic one. I think the WNBA rules about that are stupid. Cybernetic legs, I could see as an advantage. But not arms,” she complained. 

Kit hugged her as they sauntered across the court. “Do you resent not getting to finish out your career?” she asked softly. “Because even though it was short, Mom, it was astonishing. I am still awed by you,” she promised. 

Kieran tousled her hair affectionately. “Thanks, Kit. You know, kiddo, you’re still my hero,” she reminded her, hugging her around the neck as they walked. “I don’t resent it. I just think the standard is unfair. If they’d consult with some people who have cybernetic implants, they’d know it’s not an advantage at all. I mean, for weightlifting it would be. But not for basketball, unless I got points for hanging off the rim all day.”

Kit smiled. “Yeah. Hey, loser buys ice cream at the Astrofreeze,” she offered. 

Kieran grinned. “You’re on. I want a cookies and cream glacier,” she decided. 

Kit laughed. “God, Mom, if I ate like you I’d weigh more than a ton of duranium,” she teased. “How the hell do you stay so slender?”

Kieran waggled her eyebrows. “I have three wives,” she smarted. 

Kit nudged her, giggling. “Lecher. I have three lovers, too. It doesn’t keep me slim,” she groused. 

Kieran laughed. “No, but it keeps THEM slim.” She led Kit out of the gymnasium, past her statue. “I hate that fucking thing,” she complained. “But the grass skirt is a nice touch,” she decided. 

Kieran’s statue was currently dressed in Hawaiian garb, including a grass skirt, several leis, a flowered shirt, and the basketball in her hand was a gigantic pineapple. Kieran didn’t know it, but Kit had been the one to put cardboard cut outs of adoring Hawaiian wahine, in various states of undress, gazing at her statue with desirous looks. Kit snickered to herself. If her mother only knew the depths of her involvement in the ship’s most famous prank. 

Kieran kissed Kit’s hair as they ambled down the ship’s corridors toward Main Street. “So, Kittner Kyle, how goes the living together experiment?” she asked, happy to have time alone with her daughter. 

“Good,” Kit decided. “Emily and Jenny are really reaching out to Laren, and they’re becoming good friends. And I think Laren is more comfortable with living as a group every day. She doesn’t bother to hide the fact that we’re lovers, any longer—I mean, she’ll kiss me in front of them, now. At first, she was a little reticent,” Kit recalled. “But Jen and Ems are so great, how could she not like them? And they adore her.”

Kieran grinned. “Excellent,” she said with a wicked laugh. “The plan is working, my sweet,” she said in mock sinister tones. “We’ll turn her into one of US, or die trying, muahahahahahaaaa.”

Kit tickled Kieran’s ribs. “You are a major nutjob, Mom. I can’t believe they trust you running a whole starship,” she teased. 

Kieran quirked an eyebrow. “They don’t. I’m not really being promoted. I’m staging a mutiny,” she declared, laughing wild-eyed. 

Kit howled with laughter. “You know, Mom, you do that crazy-assed psycho routine a little TOO well,” she noted. “It’s hard to tell if you’re kidding,” she giggled. She adored Kieran when she was being silly. It was such a contrast to Kieran in command of the bridge. 

Kieran sobered momentarily. “Listen, Kittner, speaking of my taking command, there’s something I should probably tell you,” she sighed. 

Kit gazed fondly up at her. “Tell me what, Mom?”

“I—uh—I’m going to be taking command sooner than we thought I would,” she admitted.

Kit’s face lit up like a Christmas tree.  “You are?”

Kieran nodded. “Admiral Paris wants Kathryn to assume her ambassadorial duties right after Christmas,” she explained. 

“Because of the Klingons?” Kit asked apprehensively. 

Kieran appraised her daughter with an approving glance. “Kittner, you never cease to amaze me. How the hell did you know about the Klingons? Do you intercept my confidential communiques?” she demanded, laughing.

Kit rolled her eyes. “Duh, Mom. I knew the second Starfleet started planning the exit of the stable wormhole into Romulan space that the Klingon’s would get their bat’leths bent out of shape. It doesn’t take a section 31 operative to anticipate that,” she opined.  

Kieran breathed slowly, exhaling her tension. Now was as good a time as any to break the rest of the news, she guessed. “Kit, you know I told you I had an abusive lover when I was in college,” she reminded her daughter.

“Yeah. A Klingon named P’Arth. In fact, I looked her up in the L-Cars database. Found out all sorts of interesting things,” she added, her brows knitting.

“Whatever for?” Kieran chuckled at her daughter.

“Because if I ever meet her I’m going to kill her,” Kit said seriously, her countenance darkening. “I figure eventually, we’ll make it to Qo’noS,” she replied, indicating the Klingon Empire’s homeworld. 

They turned onto Main Street, instantly surrounded by dozens of crewmembers shopping and dining and perusing the window displays of the various vendors. 

“Tell me you are not going to attack her,” Kieran said sternly. “Kittner, I appreciate the protective thought, but I forbid any sort of retaliatory action,” she insisted. 

“Well,” Kit licked her lips with a feral grin, “I’d have to get in line behind a dozen other people, anyway. B'Elanna, Cassidy, Robin, Seven, Laren,” she recited on her fingers. “We’ve all fantasized about beating her ass to whaleshit,” she admitted. 

Kieran couldn’t resist asking. “What did you find out about her?”

Kit stopped at a table at Astrofreeze, propping one foot up on the bench seat. “P’Arth of the house of Ve’chuk,” she began. “There is a certain amount of intrigue surrounding her rise to prominence,” Kit recited. “P’Arth was married to a man named Mor’dehK, who was Chancellor of the Klingon High Counsel. He died mysteriously, and speculation ran rampant that P’Arth had him killed. She is very popular among the people, and she was allowed to take her husband’s seat on the counsel.”

Kieran whistled. “You really did do your homework, kiddo,” she said admiringly. “That’s only happened one other time, that I know of, where a female was allowed on the high counsel,” she added. 

“Exactly. There’s never been any proof that she was behind Mor’dehK’s demise, but a lot of Klingons believe she was.” Kit inclined her head, indicating she believed P’Arth was guilty, too. 

“Well, she always wanted to marry into power, and now she’s found a way to true glory. God save the Klingon Empire,” Kieran said darkly. 

“You were telling me about her for a reason?” Kit reminded her mother.

“Right,” Kieran agreed. “The Klingons are sending her to Starfleet Command as their representative,” she confided, grinning ruefully, “which means I’ll have to see P’Arth again. It also means Kathryn is going to have her hands full, trying to appease the Klingons over the wormhole issue. And Ro is going to be watching Lenara like a hawk.”

Kit startled. “Why Lenara?” she asked, gut churning suddenly. 

“I am afraid she might be a target of some sort, because without her, there is no wormhole,” Kieran said darkly. “And I cannot take the chance of any political terrorism. And as much as I know you’d love to kick P’Arth’s ass, I have to have every officer on this ship on good behavior. I cannot afford an incident to make relations worse with the Empire. And Kit, I also can’t have my first duty as a Captain undermined. Do you understand that?”

Kit took her mother’s hand and squeezed it sympathetically. “Mom, I love you. I would never do anything to embarrass you or humiliate you. You say you’re okay, now,” she added gently, remembering how Kieran had gotten her through that horrible period of dealing with abuse in her own life. “And I believe you. Now if P’Arth comes anywhere near you, all bets are off,” she amended.

“I am okay, kiddo. Please don’t fret on my account.” Then as if nothing at all were wrong, she changed topics. “How’s your studying going?” Kieran asked fondly. “Any questions for me or for Kathryn?”

Kit shook her head. She had been studying for the bridge officer’s exam, which would earn her a rank of lieutenant commander.  “Not at all. I learned so much of this stuff in command school, I almost think I’m ready to test. But I’m working through the study guides with Laren, so we can test at the same time. Her simulator scores are really solid,” she added proudly. 

“So are yours, honey,” Kieran bragged.

Kit gazed up at her, incredulous. “You check them?”

Kieran smiled warmly. “Damn right I do. You’re my kid. And my favoritest person. Besides, it’s my job to find out if you’re struggling, and help out if you are. Not that you ever do with anything,” she said appreciatively. 

“Don’t give me too much credit. I struggle with lots of things,” she admitted. “I’ll order for us, if you want,” she offered. 

“Sure,” Kieran agreed. She sat at the red and white umbrellaed table, watching her daughter at the window. Astrofreeze looked like a 1950’s drive-in, only it was a walk-up joint, surrounded by round tables with umbrellas. Kieran loved their ice cream. Kit just knew Kieran couldn’t resist sweets, so she indulged her mother often. Kieran needed to eat more, and Kit could always get her to. 

Kit placed Kieran’s ice cream in front of her, smiling. “Here you go.”

Kieran thanked her, diving into the thick mixture of cookies and ice cream, all blended into a heavy chunk. “Mmm,” she sighed with contentment. “I should beat your ass at basketball more often,” she announced happily. “So what do you struggle with?” she prompted her daughter to confide. 

Kit smacked her lips over the hot fudge sundae, swiping her napkin across them. “Well, I sure struggled with my marriage while you were missing, for one,” she confessed. “Really, that was all.”

Kieran nodded. “I am dismayed that Robbie and Naomi didn’t handle that better. They’re shrinks, for God’s sake. Do I have to do everything?” she demanded, not entirely playfully. 

“Mom,” Kit lay her hand on Kieran’s forearm, touching the crescent shaped scars there. “Cut them a break, okay? Robbie was so pregnant she was practically blowing the kid across the quadrant, and Naomi had her own demons to tackle. She was trying to hide it, but damn, Mom, she was torn up over your disappearance. I don’t blame them. Shit, it’s MY marriage. I have to stand on my own two feet sometime. I just happened to screw it up.”

Kieran took Kit’s hand. “Do you really feel like your relationship with Laren was tantamount to screwing up?” Her dark brown eyes flashed sympathetically. Her daughter was not biologically hers, but oh, Kit was good at self-recrimination, just like Kieran. 

Kit gazed intently at the taller woman. “Not the relationship. I don’t regret that. I love Laren. And even though I broke my covenants with my wives, I am not really sorry for that, because I think Laren is amazing, and that we belong together. And truthfully, I think Ems and Jenny love her—or that they will learn to. What I regret is how badly the Wildwomen and I communicated. That was totally my fault.” Kit considered a bit longer. “And Amy Scott says it was subconsciously my way of sabotaging the situation to recreate the conditions of my own abuse,” she admitted. 

“Well,” Kieran sighed, “I know it worked out, and I’m grateful. But honestly, I think Amy is right on with that assessment, and that was exactly my thought on the matter.”

“Were you going to say anything?” Kit asked, puzzled at her mother’s silence. She studied Kieran’s expression, wondering why Kieran hadn’t voiced her opinion.

“Eventually, yes. But I’m glad Amy pointed it out instead of me.  And I do think Laren is incredible, and I see how much you truly love her. And Kit, she loves you so much. I never thought I’d see her in love at all, but certainly, not ever like this. I hope she can keep opening herself to the group marriage idea. I know it would be good for her.”

Kit shrugged. “Yeah, but I can’t hang my hopes on that. I can’t afford to. For now, this is enough. Jenny and Emily are the ones losing out, because right now, Laren and I are exclusive. That feels necessary to me.”

Kieran nodded. “I imagine so. Give it time.”

Kit grinned at her mother. “Believe me, for once I’m being patient. I want her enough to make myself do whatever it takes.”

Kieran smiled softly at her daughter. “Keep telling yourself that, sweetheart. She’s changed so much since she came aboard Sato, and I know with your love as the impetus, she’ll keep growing. You’re worth it, you know,” she praised the younger woman.

“Thanks, Mom. Your opinion means more to me than anyone else’s. And thanks for spending some time alone with me. I know your off duty time is scarce, and in high demand,” she added, acknowledging the first officer’s availability limitations. 

Kieran touched Kit’s hand. “I always have time for you, honey. I promise. The Wildwomen know that my kids are first, and they understand the necessity of that, now that we have Cami. There’s never any question about the priority order in our household,” she assured her eldest. 

Kit studied her mother’s deep brown eyes, and the spikes of bleached blonde hair that accented the angular nature of her face. “How are you doing, really, Mom? How are things with you and Seven?” she asked sincerely, concerned for her mother’s state of mind. 

Kieran inclined her head, her expression open and honest. “I’m doing a whole lot better now,” she offered. “There are still moments of awkwardness, but Seven is really good at calling me on any obvious discomfort, and she never lets a wall develop. Our friendship feels restored, and my romantic feelings are few and far between,” she decided, toying with her food. “When you and Jenny were together, before you both approached Emily, do you remember what it was like interacting with Ems?” she asked thoughtfully.

Kit nodded. “Yeah. It was really strained, mostly. Like there was a war going on in my head between the good memories and the continuing attraction, and the knowledge of how much she hurt me. It was a tightrope act,” she recalled, thinking back to the times she had to interact with Emily on campus after their breakup.

“Well,” Kieran affirmed, “that’s how it is sometimes for Seven and me. It’s easy to lapse into old habits, and I have to monitor myself on some levels. But Kathryn has been so incredible, and she never seems to mind when Seven and I slip back into patterns we don’t mean to slip into,” she realized.

“Like—give me an example,” Kit requested, finishing her ice cream and crumpling her napkin in the dish.

Kieran chuckled. “Like the other night, the Wildwomen and I had dinner at Kat and Seven’s, and Erin was already down for the night. She started to cry, and without thinking, Seven and I both got up from the table to go for her, and took each other’s hands. I just said ‘It’s okay, honey, let me,’ without realizing I had called her that, or that I was momentarily thinking of Erin as our daughter,” she explained. 

“Did the whole conversation stop?” Kit teased.

“No, but I blushed about five shades of red, and Seven just laughed. She kissed my cheek and said ‘finish your dinner, Commander,’ and that pretty much snapped me out of the behavior pattern. Kat just grinned at me, and didn’t tease me or anything.”

Kit smiled. “Yeah, Kathryn knows when to kid and when to back off. And Mom, she really does appreciate what you did. She told me all about it, you know.”

Kieran startled. Kathryn was not one to disclose private things without a good reason, and Kieran had certainly never wanted Kit to know how Kieran had nearly starved herself to death to keep Seven and Erin alive.  “Why would she?”

“Because she was trying to make a point to me about duty and honor and loyalty,” Kit explained. “I was pretty upset with her for standing down on her command so early in her career, and she gave me a talking to. She used you to illustrate a point about what is truly important to her, and how hard she has fought to balance career and family.”

Kieran regarded her skeptically. “What do I have to do with any of that?” she asked, plunging her spoon into her ice cream. 

“I’d say she learned a lot from you about it,” Kit replied, grinning. 

Kieran scowled at her. “You’re not going to tell me what she said?”

Kit laughed. “Nope. Privileged communication,” she replied. “Suffice it to say she made her point several times over,” she added, grinning. 

Kieran wasn’t entirely satisfied with the answer, but as long as Kit got the point, she wouldn’t complain to Kathryn for the breach of confidentiality. “Good. Family, Kit. Love. Those are the things you take with you into the next life—not worldly accomplishments like medals and pips. I know. I’ve seen Cassidy in that life, and never once did we discuss awards or careers,” she quipped, nudging her daughter. 

Kit grinned ear to ear. “Well, if Aunt Cassidy says so, then I believe her,” she teased her mother. 

Kieran pretended to be miffed. “My dead sister’s opinion carries more weight than mine. I’ll remember you said that the next time you come to me for advice. I’ll tell you to ask Cassidy.”

_____________

Kathryn Janeway answered the chime to her door, waving Kieran Wildman inside her quarters.

“Is she in her room?” Kieran asked conspiratorially.

Kathryn nodded. “Yes, and Kit only cleaned it three days ago, but she’s got it in a state of utter discombobulation already. I thought this might do the trick,” she snickered. “If it comes from me she’ll just roll her eyes.”

“Well, then,” Kieran giggled. “Go announce the surprise inspection, Captain,” she nodded emphatically. 

Kathryn chuckled all the way down the hall to Geejay’s room. “Gretchen Janeway,” she said authoritatively, “by order of the First Officer, your room is under inspection. Attention!” she barked. 

Geejay sat in the floor amid a pile of PADDs, clothes, toys, and shoes. Her eyes widened. “Are you serious?” she wailed.

“Deadly,” Kathryn replied as Kieran strode into the room.

The Commander glanced around at the clutter and chaos, disapproval coloring her expression. “Gretchen Janeway,” Kieran said with obvious dismay. “This room is a disgrace.”

Geejay jumped up and stiffened to attention. “I’m sorry Kieran, I—”

“It’s Commander Wildman for the moment, young lady, and your quarters are abominable. You have one hour to clean this mess up and I will be back to inspect again. If you don’t pass inspection, your holodeck privileges will be suspended for two weeks,” she advised her young crewmate in a very stern tone. “Do you understand?” she asked, her voice softening a bit.

Geejay couldn’t speak, so she simply nodded. 

“Good. One hour,” she held up one finger, her face a mask of impassivity. “I will be back with a check list and white glove,” Kieran promised, fixing the younger Janeway with a penetrating gaze. 

Geejay’s bottom lip trembled, but she managed not to start crying. Kieran spun on her heel, winked at Kathryn, and marched into the living room. 

Kathryn grinned wickedly at her first officer as they both stopped in front of the doorway. “Hard ass,” she accused. 

Kieran’s face fell. “You told me to!” she protested. “I didn’t want to ream her like that,” she pouted, crossing her arms.

Kathryn laughed at her pique. “I wanted you to. And thank you. She has got to learn not to live like a packrat,” she advised. “She cares so much what you think I’m willing to bet that her room stays clean for a month.” Kathryn paused and listened intently. Geejay was bustling around in her room, recycling clothes, putting away PADDs, making her bed. “See? It worked.”

“Kathryn, I actually need a moment of your time,” Kieran began, folding her hands in front of her.  “Can we talk?”

“Of course,” Kathryn nodded emphatically. “As friends or Captain to First Officer?” she asked amiably.

“I’m afraid it’s a bit of both. I know you were planning to have a few months in command before you hang up your pips,” she explained uncertainly. “Are you really okay about Owen asking you to step into the Ambassador’s robes sooner than any of us had planned?” Kieran asked softly. Kathryn’s command had always been an integral part of her identity, and the transition had visited itself upon both women unexpectedly.

“I am,” Kathryn agreed, “and you know the good of the ship is my first concern,” she replied. “What’s wrong, Kato?” she asked, worried now. She could sense something amiss in Kieran’s body language. Kathryn waved her to a seat on the couch, and the two women settled in together. 

“I’m not sure I’m fit to take your place, yet,” Kieran said softly. “And I had expected to be back on duty a bit longer before I put the fourth pip on my collar,” she added. 

Kathryn nodded. “Amy cleared you, Kato,” she said emphatically, as if the subject were closed. Amy Scott was one of many counselors aboard Sato, and Kathryn trusted the counseling staff more than any other department as a whole. “Everyone has the jitters when they get ready to take the big chair,” she said kindly. “I’m confident that I have trained you well, and you’re up to it. Or I wouldn’t be handing you the reins,” she assured her first. “Is there more than just cold feet?”

Kieran nodded slowly, contemplating it. “It’s about P’Arth. I have a very uneasy feeling about all this, about seeing her again, about the rumors of her questionable rise to prominence.” Kieran swallowed hard. “And the last time I saw her, I had flashbacks for several weeks,” she admitted.

“Flash backs?” Kathryn wasn’t sure she understood. “Are you talking about remembering your abuse?”

“Not just remembering it, reliving it, as in being totally convinced I was in the experience. I had no idea I was on a ship, or with the crew of the Enterprise. I thought I was back at school, a cadet, on Earth,” she related reluctantly. “It was only a few seconds, but you know as well as I do that a few seconds could be crucial in command. If you think I should take a leave of absence, again, or resign my commission, I need you to tell me so,” Kieran said earnestly. 

“No,” Kathryn decided momentarily. “This is between you, Amy, and me. No one else needs to know.” She considered the implications, not sure she grasped the finer points. “Is there a way for me to tell when it’s happening?” Kathryn asked, touching Kieran’s hand sympathetically.

Kieran laughed. “You’ll know. I leapt into a corner, Deanna said, and pleaded with her not to hurt me,” she relayed. “No doubt about what was happening, since I was cowering away from everyone. It was a very long time ago, but I can’t guarantee it won’t happen again. I can’t control it, Kathryn. I don’t know if or when it’s coming.”

“Do you need anything?” Kathryn asked, thinking Kieran was brave to admit the potential for a problem.

“Just—keep an eye on me, Kat. If I start acting strangely, confront me,” Kieran requested. “I’m going to bring Naomi into my confidence and keep her with me whenever I’m around P’Arth, if possible. She is so keenly attuned to me, she’ll know if I’m in trouble. And I’m going to make Ro aware, as well, in case she has to step into my pips temporarily.”

“Absolutely,” Kathryn agreed. “In fact, if that happens, we’ll just rotate her into your position, and we’ll log you as on a personal assignment for me, my discretion,” she strategized. 

Kieran smiled gratefully. “I appreciate your help covering for me,” she advised.

Kathryn shook her head. “Kieran, you do not need to thank me. For God’s sake, you covered for me when I was committed to the psych ward.  You covered for Naomi when she broke into your computer logs. Hell, you even covered for Seven when she disobeyed a direct order on an away mission,” Kathryn reminded her, chuckling because Kieran finally knew that Kathryn knew. “I’m sure it can’t be easy to have to see P’Arth again,” she noted. “Would you like me to keep you out of her path? Because I can figure out a way to do that, if you want,” she said contemplatively. 

“I’ll see how I do over the first few days. And if I think I can’t handle it, I’ll tell you,” Kieran nodded, heaving her long body off the couch. “Okay. I’ll be back in an hour to re-inspect Geejay’s room. Thanks for your help, Kathryn.” She excused herself and headed out the door for her own quarters. 

Geejay peered out of her door, fearful that Kieran was still there. “K-Mom?” she called down the hallway.

“Yes?” Kathryn replied, heading back to her daughter’s room. 

“What should I do with these?” she motioned her mother inside her room, indicating a stack of toys.

“Put them in your closet, honey. You know that,” Kathryn replied, puzzled.

“No, Mom, I don’t play with them anymore. But Hannah might want them someday, maybe,” she said softly. “Or maybe Kelsey?”

Kathryn smiled warmly at her daughter, a twinge of sadness aching in her chest. “You don’t play anymore?” she echoed her daughter’s words. 

“Not much,” Geejay said. “Katie and I mostly go for walks or play sports. We don’t make up games anymore, except sometimes we still play jungle planet, but then it makes us feel silly.”

Kathryn sighed wistfully. “Then you should put these toys in your closet and have Kelsey come over. If there’s any he wants, let him have them. Hannah is too young for these sorts of toys—what Kelsey doesn’t want you should recycle,” she said softly, fingering a teddy bear. 

“Except him,” Geejay decided, grabbing the bear. “Kieran gave him to me,” she explained.

Kathryn grinned. “Ah. Well, of course then, keep him. I have some reports to look over, sweetie, but you keep working. I’ll be back in half an hour to see how it’s going,” she promised. 

Geejay nodded. “Thanks, K-Mom.”

When Kieran came back, Geejay’s room was neat as a pin. She stood stiffly at the foot of her bed while Kieran filled out the inspection sheet, watching the first officer nodding and muttering to herself as if the task totally enthralled her. Geejay watched with a sense of trepidation, thinking Kieran was finding things that displeased her. 

She turned to her young crewmate with a sober expression. “Much better. Keep it that way, young lady. You passed inspection,” she advised. 

Geejay smiled uncertainly. “Permission to speak freely, Commander?” she squeaked, trying to be conscious of proper protocol. 

Kieran’s stern expression threatened to melt into amusement. “Granted,” she replied. 

“Are you—mad at me because my room was a mess?” Geejay asked fretfully, her face clouding up. 

Kieran’s demeanor changed immediately. “Sport,” she said quietly, thinking she had taken the joke too far, “of course not,” she assured her, holding out her arms. “Come here,” she said apologetically, picking the willowy young girl up and sitting them both down on Geejay’s bed with Geejay in her lap. “Do you know why it’s important on a starship for things to be put away, sweetheart?” she asked gently.

Geejay shook her head. “I know it looks better,” she supplied.

Kieran nodded. “Yes, but think hard, Geejay. Why might it be dangerous for you to have a lot of clutter in your floor, or on your desk?” she prodded her.

Geejay screwed up her face, concentrating, and then smiled. “Because there could be an evacuation, and I could trip. Or the inertial dampeners could go offline and things would fly all over the place, or we could lose artificial gravity,” she concluded. 

Kieran smiled broadly. “That’s exactly right, honey. You are very, very smart. And that’s why we make our crew keep things neat and orderly. We don’t do it to be mean. We do it to help keep you safe, because we care about you,” she explained. She could see the haunted look in Geejay’s eyes, and it reminded her so much of Naomi at that age. She knew Geejay wanted something more personal than the collective ‘we’. She hugged her close. “I, in particular, care very much about your safety, Sport. Because I love you clear around the world and back again,” she assured her young friend. 

Geejay smiled genuinely then. “I love you, too. You know that, right?” she asked, her face so utterly guileless that Kieran’s heart clutched in her chest.

“I do know that,” she agreed, smiling warmly. “And I am very glad you do. I want to tell you something I told Naomi when she was younger, Geejay. It’s important. I’m not just your Borg-Mom’s friend, or K-Mom’s friend. I’m your friend, too. And you can tell me anything. If you ever need me, you just have to say so, and I’ll be right there.”

Geejay regarded her with a quizzical expression. “If I had secrets, and I told you, you would keep them for me?” she asked. 

Kieran nodded. “Absolutely. You can ask Naomi. She used to tell me things all the time and I never told on her.”

“Thanks, Kieran,” Geejay said sincerely. “I don’t have any secrets right now, but if I do, I’ll tell you,” she promised. 

Kieran hugged her. “Good. It’s a deal.” Kieran eased the slender girl from her lap, kissing her forehead. “I love you, Geejay. I have to get home now. Robin is holding dinner for me,” she advised. 

Geejay stared up at her, not wanting her to leave, the unspoken question hanging between them. 

“Do you want to come home with me?” Kieran asked, already knowing the answer. 

“I do,” Geejay admitted. “Is it okay with Robbie?”

Kieran laughed. “It will be fine. Ask your Moms.”

_____________

“You’re the Captain, you carve the thing,” Kieran insisted, handing Kathryn the carving knife and fork as Naomi set the Thanksgiving turkey down before her mother. 

Kathryn shook her head. “Okay, but I warn you, I’m really not very good at this,” she replied, beginning the arduous task of cutting the bird into slices of white and dark meat. “I think Lenara gets first service, since she’s expecting,” Kathryn went on, smiling at the Trill scientist. 

Everyone around the table nodded approval, noting the blush that crept up Lenara’s throat. The entire extended family sat around the gargantuan dining room table, exchanging contented looks and an occasional word. Mostly, the sound of clanking bowls and spoons filled the room as potatoes, stuffing, green bean casserole, gravy and egg noodles filled plates. The relish tray and salad bowl made the rounds, and everyone murmured over Robin’s cranberry sauce. Back in the kitchen, pies lined the counter top, waiting for the assembled guests to slice and devour them. 

Ro Laren was simply astonished at the enormous feast, and visibly overwhelmed by the selection. She leaned over and whispered to Kit, who sat beside her “I don’t know what most of these things are. Would you make me a plate? You know what flavors I like,” she pleaded. 

Kit kissed her cheek. “Of course, honey,” she agreed, heaping turkey onto Laren’s plate. “This you eat with cranberry sauce on it,” she explained gently, proceeding to pile servings around the large stoneware dish. 

Seven of Nine and Cassidy Thompson watched with amused expressions as Ro Laren gazed at her meal in dismay. “Kit,” she said quietly, “I can’t eat all of this,” she protested. 

Kit grinned. “Sure you can, Averone,” she replied. “This meal takes a very long time. You eat some, wait for your stomach to make some room, and then eat some more.”

Cassidy scowled at her niece. “Don’t listen to her, Laren. You eat only what you feel like eating. Not everyone is a glutton,” she said pointedly to Kit. 

Cameron Thompson nudged her wife. “I think the pot is calling the kettle black,” she teased, inclining her head toward Cassidy’s very full plate. 

Cassidy smirked. “I’m feeding Chance from my plate, too,” she defended herself. 

Cameron rolled her eyes. “Chance is still drinking her meals,” she reminded her wife. “Ask my leaking breasts,” she added. 

Seven smiled sympathetically. “This is what you have to look forward to, Lenara,” she told the Trill. “I’m beginning to wean Erin, but it’s slow going,” she confided. 

Noah Lessing crossed his arms petulantly. “Ladies, do you mind?” he inquired. 

Kieran threw a garlic stuffed olive at him. “Lighten up, Noah. B'Elanna has breast fed enough of your whelps to qualify for dairy subsidies,” she joked. 

B'Elanna nodded vigorously. “You’ve got that right. I thought the twins were never going to give me any peace,” she complained good naturedly, handing a sweet pickle to Matthew, who munched happily on everything he was given, just like his father. 

Naomi Wildman scooted closer to Lenara, slipping an arm around her shoulders. “It won’t be that bad, Be’thal,” she assured her wife. “Kieran’s done it in that other dimension, and Robbie never complained with Cami.”

Kieran smiled warmly at her wives. “Lenara, it’s no big deal. Lanna just had a tough time because there were two babies at once. And both of them inherited her Klingon tendency for duplicative organs, so she had four stomachs to fill,” she noted consolingly. 

“I’m not worried,” Lenara assured her wives. “I’ve watched Robbie do it a hundred times, and she said she loved it.” 

Noah leaned closer, suddenly interested in the conversation. He was, after all, a former science officer. “Trill lactate?” he asked. 

Lenara nodded. “Yes. Don’t most humanoid species?” she asked. 

Noah set his lips in a firm line. “I never thought about it, I suppose. Is a Trill’s gestation period nine months, too?” he asked.

Lenara smiled at him. “Actually, no. It’s only eight months. Laren, don’t Bajorans have an even shorter gestation?”

Laren nodded. “Yes. Five months. We’ve evolved a little more, I guess,” she teased, smiling at the Trill and hoping the joke wouldn’t fall flat. 

Lenara pursed her lips, but chuckled. “You had a head start, you know,” she shot back, referring to the much more ancient culture of Bajor. 

Jenny Wildman piped up. “Laren told us once that while humans were still learning to walk upright, Bajor already had warp capability,” she laughed. 

The whole table laughed at that observation. “Well, I’m all for expediency,” Kathryn chimed in. “My pregnancy with Geejay seemed to last a decade. I am so grateful Seven carried the other girls,” she added sincerely, smiling fondly at her young Borg wife. “But Lenara, you’ll have the advantage of three doting spouses to wait on you hand and foot.”

Seven pretended to be miffed. “Are you saying, darling, that I didn’t properly dote upon you when you were pregnant?”

Kathryn’s eyes darted nervously to her wife. “I ah—I didn’t mean it the way it sounded—” she began. 

Seven laughed softly. “I am teasing you, Kathryn. I never heard you complain. And you were wonderful to me when I was carrying Hannah.”

Kathryn’s countenance darkened slightly. “I’m sorry about Erin, Seven,” she said seriously. 

The blonde haired Borg shook her head, taking Kathryn’s hand. “Don’t be. You delegated the doting to Kieran. She did fine,” she teased. “Besides, I didn’t even realize I was pregnant, most of the time I carried Erin. I had to be retold every day,” she laughed.

Lenara leaned over the table to catch Kieran’s eye. “I’ve heard it from Seven herself, now, Be’thal,” she said to her lanky wife. “I expect you to spoil me at least as much as you did her,” she advised the first officer.

Kit winked at her mother. “Hear that Mom? Get out and kill some food for your pregnant wife,” she smarted. “And make her some clothes from the hide, while you’re at it. Lenara, you’ll look so good in tanned leather,” she noted, grinning at her adoptive mother. 

Emily Wildman took Kit’s hand under the table, squeezing her fingers gently. “Mom,” she said to Kieran, “I really would like to write a book about your experience on the jungle planet,” she proposed. “The story deserves to be told. Besides, Seven is such a folk hero back at the Academy, anything I write about her will sell. Can I talk to you both about scheduling interviews and working together on it?” she asked, her dark eyes hopeful. 

Jenny Wildman nudged her wife. “Ems, you’re still working on the book about Lenara’s research on wormholes,” she pointed out. “Isn’t it a bit much to work on a third book at the same time?” she asked, thinking Emily would be working far too hard. 

Emily shook her head. “No, the first draft is done, save for the final chapter where Mom actually creates the stable permanent wormhole, because we’re still waiting,” she said playfully to her Trill mother. “And I need to do a chapter with Kieran about her experiences in that other dimension.”

Cassidy Thompson wiped her mouth with her napkin, a puzzled look on her face. “Why would that go in your book at all?” she asked. “I’d think that would make a separate book all it’s own.”

Emily nodded. “It could, but I wanted to put at least a chapter in the book about it, because it’s important to show all the aspects of the research that didn’t work out, and the cost of progress toward the actual wormhole. There’s a human face to put on this subject matter, after all,” she argued. “The readers need to know that science doesn’t happen in a vacuum, it impacts lives at every step of the process. The Wildwomen have paid some very heavy prices for this breakthrough, and those deserve to be memorialized.”

“Actually,” Kieran said softly, “I was thinking I’d like to write a book myself, Ems, and co-author with you. I wanted to call it ‘Alternate Dimensions’ and make it about all the different spatial displacements I’ve experienced in my career. Captain Picard gave me the idea, in fact, because he told me he’d read my mission logs from Voyager, when I got lost in that spatial rift, and they read like a novel. When he said that, I started thinking it might make a decent book,” she said thoughtfully. 

Emily nodded eagerly. “It would be a great book, Mom,” she agreed. “I’d love to work on it with you. The one that I’m working on now is going to be called ‘Opening the Beta Quadrant’. I think what I should do is put in references to the two future books in the appropriate places in this one, so the reader will know there’s more coming on the jungle planet incident, or the spatial displacement to Cassidy and Cameron’s reality. It will sort of tie the books together, like a trilogy.”

Kit grinned proudly at her wife. “Ems, you are the mastermind of marketing,” she praised her. “You always figure out the angle to make sure your next endeavor gets the audience it deserves,” she enthused. 

Emily bowed her head in gratitude. “Thanks. My publisher will love this idea, I just know it. But you and Jenny really made the first book a success. I couldn’t even find a publisher on my own, but you guys did. I’d love to know how you ever convinced them to take on the project,” she said warmly to her wives. 

Jenny and Kit exchanged conspiratorial looks. “Let’s just say that Melinda was a fan of the Academy basketball team, and a fan of Lenara’s,” Jenny said, smiling. “And you’ve made Melinda very rich, so any risk she took paid off handsomely, honey,” she promised her dark-haired wife. 

“So, what do you say, Mom? Seven? Can I pitch the jungle planet book to her?” Emily asked hopefully.

Seven nodded eagerly. “It’s all right with me, if it’s all right with you, Kieran,” she deferred to the Commander. 

Kieran smiled. “I think it’ll be a best-seller, Ems,” she agreed. 

_____________

Naomi Wildman poked her strawberry blonde head inside Robin Wildman’s office, grinning at her wife. “Hey, gorgeous,” she flirted. “Got a minute?”

Robin’s electric blue eyes sparkled. “For you, always,” she agreed, holding out her arms. 

Naomi loved to sit in Robin’s lap, and availed herself of the opportunity as often as propriety allowed considering they were usually on duty. Alpha shift had ended just moments before, and Naomi wanted to catch Robin before she left the office.

“I wanted to know,” she said sweetly, easing onto Robin’s thighs, “how you’re doing with the foursome.” Naomi brushed her lips over Robin’s ever so lightly, cupping the older woman’s cheek in her slender palm.

“Why are you asking?” Robin wondered, turning her face into Naomi’s hand to kiss the warm flesh. “Do I seem like I’m not all right?” she murmured, lips exploring the creases of Naomi’s palm.

Naomi watched as Robin nuzzled, momentarily distracted. Robin never failed to get Naomi in a state of arousal when she set her mind to it, and Naomi’s mouth instantly went dry. “I—just—” Naomi swallowed loudly, sighing. “Robbie,” she whispered, train of thought completely gone. 

Robin smiled that wicked, self-assured smile that always made Naomi weaken. “What, honey?” she said quietly, turning Naomi’s palm upward so she could kiss the wrist.

“I mean with Lenara pregnant, and Kieran gearing up to take command,” she explained, albeit in a far away voice. 

“Ah,” Robin chuckled, “you’re wondering if I feel displaced in the marriage because I’m the odd one out?” she asked, gazing up at Naomi’s lovely face with a warm, welcoming smile playing on her lips. 

“Something like that,” Naomi admitted. She didn’t wait for an answer before she kissed Robin deeply, opening the Commander’s mouth with a forceful thrust of her tongue. She felt Robin’s fingers tangle in her hair, the heat of Robin’s kiss reciprocal and immediate. “Are you okay, Robs?” she asked when they had come up for air.

Robin replied by nipping at Naomi’s throat, the edge of her teeth suggestive against the Ktarian’s pulse. “I will admit that you and Lenara seem very closed-coupled, right now. But Kieran and I were that way after I conceived Cami. It’s natural, Na,” she allowed. “But I do miss you,” she added, pressing Naomi’s body closer to her own. 

Naomi’s eyes darkened with desire, and she kissed Robin aggressively, mouths yearning for more closeness. “I can remedy that, Robbie,” she promised. 

Robin reached for the closure of Naomi’s tunic, as if to open it so that Naomi’s breasts could spill out of her uniform, but Naomi held Robin’s hands, stilling them. “I want to know how I can please you,” she requested of the older woman.

Robin was rendered mute by the seductive tone in Naomi’s voice. Delicate fingers ghosted over her cheeks and throat, followed closely by Naomi’s lips. Robin made a subtle sound in the back of her throat, something between a sigh and groan. “You always please me,” she whispered.

“No,” Naomi insisted, lips warm against Robin’s ear. “I tell you all my fantasies, and you barely say a word. I want your vulnerability,” she demanded, tugging on Robin’s earlobe with her teeth.

Robin sat motionlessly beneath her wife, struggling internally. There were things she wanted. Things Naomi only shared with Kieran. But with Naomi’s history of abuse, Robin had never felt safe admitting it. Robin gasped as Naomi bit softly at the curve of her throat and shoulder. “I—I’m not sure what to tell you,” Robin faltered. 

Naomi kissed her harshly, an aggression that never failed to inflame Robin’s need. “I want to know what you think about when you touch yourself,” she persisted. “Tell me. What do you see in your mind?” she pressed, opening Robin’s uniform with nimble fingers and fondling her nipples through the sky blue mock turtle neck beneath her navy jumpsuit. 

Robin swallowed the moan that threatened. “Computer, privacy protocol gamma,” she ordered the invisible sentry, “authorization Wildman, Robin, alpha pi nine.” She gathered Naomi in her arms and lifted the slight Ktarian, relying mostly on her cyber-enhancements to carry the weight of her wife. “Na,” she cooled her ardor by changing their location from her office chair to the couch, “I am not sure you want to hear this,” she said hesitantly, blue eyes pleading for a reprieve. 

Naomi smiled softly, touching Robin’s face, loving the darker tones of her skin in contrast to her own pale fingers. “I do want to hear, or I wouldn’t have asked,” she said gently, her tone intended to convey assurance. “Robbie, there’s nothing you can’t say to me.”

Robin sighed and hid her face in Naomi’s shoulder, unable to look into those knowing hazel eyes. “I think about making love to you,” she admitted. “I think about fucking you,” she added sheepishly. “Like Kieran does.”

Naomi grinned. “You know about that, eh?” she teased her wife fondly, amused that Robin was blushing. “She told you?”

“Actually, I asked,” Robin corrected. “Because she and I do that together, and so I wanted to know if she’s shared that with you. When KT and I were engaged, I wanted to do that with her and she wouldn’t. Stoutly, flatly refused to entertain even the thought. And so I was stunned when she suggested it to me later, before we were married,” she recalled, chuckling softly. “I knew it had to be your influence,” she accused lightly, tickling Naomi’s sides.

“Guilty,” Naomi admitted readily. “I love doing that with her, and to her,” she said with a wicked grin. 

Robin shifted their weight on the couch, so that they were facing each other, legs crossed. “She told me if she had only opened her mind with Lanna, they wouldn’t have ended up divorced, and that she refused to make that mistake with you. And so she and I adopted that style of lovemaking into our relationship, presumably on her part because she was afraid I needed that, just as B'Elanna had. And ever since I found out you and she do that together, too, I’ve been dying to make love to you like that.”

Naomi scowled. “Then why in the name of the Gods of Ma’kala didn’t you tell me that?” she asked, dismayed. “Robbie, I tell you everything,” she said petulantly. 

Robin smirked. “No you don’t. You never told me you and Kieran use SED’s,” she accused, grinning. “I would have loved to hear the details.” 

Naomi threw back her head and laughed. “You’re an auditory voyeur,” she smarted. She waggled her eyebrows, reaching for Robin’s hands, a feral smile playing over the pout of her lips. “We did it on our wedding night, and ever since then, I’ve asked her to take me that way periodically. Not always, but often. I love the primal quality of it, the baseness. It’s like,” she considered, “like—all the pretty niceties of romance fall away and we can just pant and groan and grunt and fuck each other senseless,” she detailed. “Don’t get me wrong, I love romance and tenderness, but sometimes, that’s not where I want to go. Rainbows and butterflies and roses have their place, but sometimes I just want to get sweaty and physical,” she explained. She leaned forward, planting her hands in Robins chest and pushing Robin down on the couch cushions. Their eyes locked, a smoldering intensity sparking between them.

“So you think about fucking me like that?” she said, her voice dropping an octave at the thought. She let her legs fall on either side of Robin’s hips, and Robin instinctively pressed upward, as if Naomi were straddling Robin’s penetration.

Robin nodded, eyes glazing over with the potency of the image in her head. “I do,” she managed to reply. “I imagine being between your legs, and thrusting into you, and you clawing at my back, and your legs around my hips,” she described, eyes closing and a chill skating up her back. 

“And do I come to you? Do you come into me?” Naomi asked breathily.

“Yes. And you sound—amazing, the way you urge me on, and the things you say to me,” Robin said, swallowing hard. “God, Naomi, I want to be with you like that. I need to take you like that, to feel you beneath me,” she revealed. 

Naomi kissed her with intent, tongue eager in Robin’s mouth. “I want you to. Tell me how you imagine it,” she demanded, hands fondling Robin’s nipples. 

Robin groaned needfully, arching into Naomi’s caress. “A million ways,” she contended. “Naomi, it’s nearly all I ever think about sexually.”

Naomi sighed, smiling. “And your favorite iteration is?” she persisted, rolling Robin’s nipples in her palms. Naomi tugged Robin’s turtleneck free, lifting the fabric over the swell of Robin’s breasts, breathing through the fabric of her brassiere and nipping at her, raking suggestive teeth over the turgid knots. “Details,” she hissed, biting down on one nipple for emphasis. 

“Jesus, Naomi,” Robin yelped. 

Naomi kissed Robin’s objections away, then kissed a gentle trail to her ear. “If you tell me I’ll let you fuck me right here on the couch. Your replicator, my credit chit, whatever SED you want,” she promised. 

Robin shuddered beneath her wife, struggling to let her walls go. She breathed deeply, willing the hesitation away. It was true that she was preoccupied by those fantasies, and it had worried her on more than one occasion, how prevalent those thoughts were. She could almost feel the SED, lying there, feel it surging and the warmth and tightness of Naomi’s walls surrounding it, squeezing it, gliding over it. Robin knew from her experiences with Kieran how it felt to ease the device into that welcoming wetness, the way the sensors worked to make it seem real, and how amazed Kieran was at her stamina. She wanted Naomi to be as amazed. It was partly about ego, but more than that, she knew, it was about giving the Ktarian ecstasy, about igniting that need in Naomi. 

Naomi teased Robin’s breasts insistently. “Tell me,” she demanded. 

Robin swallowed her reluctance and closed her eyes, conjuring up the image that had driven her half mad with lust. “I think about going to a bar with you, wearing it under my jeans, and you’re wearing that summer skirt, the pale turquoise one with the pink plaid. You’re naked underneath your skirt, and no one in the bar knows it but me. And you sit in my lap and start kissing me,” she breathed raggedly. “I can feel you against me, squirming to tease me, and you reach for the rivet on my jeans, and you loosen them. You’re kissing me, and your hand is down my pants, touching the SED, gripping it with your hand, stroking it.  And right there in front of everyone, you hike up your skirt and straddle me, and you ride me until you’re coming all over us both,” she described. 

Naomi reached for Robin’s uniform pants, unfastening them, hand mimicking the description Robin was giving her. “And do you see it, Robbie? Do you see yourself entering me? Do you see yourself disappearing inside me?”

Robin gasped, shuddering. “I see it so vividly, Naomi,” she admitted, meeting Naomi’s eyes as boldly as she could. “Your wetness, the look on your face as you ease onto me, the way your body goes rigid for an instant with that initial entry,” she explained, her voice quavering.

“And would you bend me over the table, Robbie? Would you fuck me from behind?” she asked coyly, knowing Robin was on the verge of tearing Naomi’s clothes off. 

Robin’s eyes closed involuntarily. “I would fuck you any way you wanted,” she growled. 

Naomi grinned. “Baby,” she cooed, “we can program that bar on the holodeck and play out that fantasy anytime you like,” she promised. “Do you want to see if there’s one free right now?” she asked, eyes sparkling with mirth. 

“Hell no,” Robin replied gruffly. “I want you right here, right now,” she asserted. 

Clothing flew far and wide, and fingers found entry into wetness as they thrust against one another, the imagery doing more for their urgency than the actual touching. Naomi moved against Robin’s hand, feeling the long, slender fingers thundering inside herself. “Robbie,” she groaned, “Oh, God, Robbie, fuck me,” she begged, squirming and grinding to get Robin’s fingers deeper. She gasped into Robin’s kiss, the frantic intensity building and she cried out sharply as she came, body trembling above her wife’s. 

Robin eased Naomi down beside her, moving out from beneath her. She left Naomi lying there, panting and trying to recover her senses. When Naomi’s eyes could focus again, Robin had been to the replicator, and was standing there sporting a fully engorged SED. Naomi reached for her, opening pale legs and pulling Robin down on the couch. Robin entered her with a strangled gasp, the heat of Naomi’s walls transmitting itself through the sensor buried in Robin’s passage. She hovered there, suspended above Naomi’s perfect nakedness, the tip of the SED pressing into Naomi’s opening, teasing. Robin undulated her hips, so the head of the device moved suggestively at the source of Naomi’s wetness, almost slipping out again, barely immersed. Robin kissed her, open-mouthed and gasping at the piercing need throbbing within, the urge to plunge in so strong, but the fantasy demanding gradual entry.

Naomi shivered, the gooseflesh visibly raising on her arms, hazel eyes pleading for satisfaction. She moaned as Robin eased further inside her, barely a full inch, hips still moving in slow, tantalizing circles. “God, Robbie,” Naomi sighed, trembling with want. 

“You’ve always loved to be teased,” Robin said in an exhaled rush, fighting herself for control. “I don’t want to disappoint you,” she added with a feral smile. 

“You never have,” Naomi admitted, biting her lip. “Please, baby, now,” she begged, trying to lift her hips to take Robin’s full length.

“So soon?” Robin taunted her playfully, moving backward by arching her back so that Naomi’s attempt was thwarted. “Don’t move,” she warned her wife, waiting for Naomi to obediently lower her hips again. “You wanted to know my fantasies,” she reminded the Ktarian, whose facial expression was one of near desperation. 

“Teasing me is part of it?” Naomi asked, certain she would come any second if Robin didn’t relent.

Robin nodded, rocking her hips gently. “Not just you, myself,” she whispered. “Do you have any idea how much I want to fuck you, right this instant?” she gasped. “Making myself wait, taking my time, it’s nearly torture,” she said softly. “But, oh, Jesus, Naomi,” she groaned, “it is so good.” She moved them both, raising up on her knees and pulling Naomi’s hips at the perfect angle so she didn’t lose intromission, but giving herself enough room to drop her face to Naomi’s nipples. She suckled and nipped them, making her wife writhe beneath her, all the while moving her hips ever so slightly so that the SED massaged Naomi’s outer passage. Gradually she thrust deeper, entering Naomi by degrees, until the younger woman was whimpering with delayed greed. 

Naomi scratched lightly over Robin’s buttocks, legs opening further, anticipating being filled completely. “Robbie,” she groaned. “God, Robbie, you’re driving me crazy,” she pleaded, arching into Robin’s mouth so that her breasts surrounded Robin’s face. 

Robin kissed her then, tongue exploring, as teasing as the motion of Robin’s hips, short, gentle strokes, hinting at lovemaking more than granting it. Robin felt the temperature of Naomi’s walls escalate slightly, felt the fluid covering the SED, every sensation searing into her synapses. She broke their kiss, gazing down at Naomi, her patience exhausted. “I love you, Naomi,” she said tenderly, then pushed deep and hard, filling the passage completely, as surely as the air around them filled with Naomi’s sharp vocal response.

The potency of the fantasy drove Robin into an immediate frenzy, and she thrust wildly into Naomi, who indeed clutched and clawed at Robin’s shoulders and back. Long, powerful strokes pinned Naomi to the couch, and Robin’s body was purposeful in its intentions. 

Light and motion became one sensation and Naomi felt Robin’s penetration in the deepest part of her senses. The friction drove her half mad, the pressure against her most sensitive tissues making her wanton and needful. And still Robin stayed with her, hips merciless and forceful, body breaking out in a cold sweat. 

Naomi felt Robin’s body straining, the tension in her legs, the rigid flex of Robin’s ass, the muscles standing out in sharp relief. Robin moved with fury but with grace, and Naomi felt herself slipping into that oblivion of fierce need, that place of utter and total surrender, her body conquered and peaking beneath Robin’s thrusts. 

“Robbie,” she breathed, her words coming in fragmented bits, “Oh, Robbie, fucking hell,” she babbled, sinking her teeth in Robin’s shoulder. “Baby, yes,” she encouraged her, lifting upward to meet Robin’s thrusts. “Take me hard, Robbie, please,” she demanded. 

Robin groaned loudly, out of control. “Naomi, I’m coming, oh God, I need—please, baby, come to me, come with me,” she begged, hips suddenly out of rhythm as the orgasm tore through her, and then blessed relief, Naomi’s walls closed around her and spasmed sharply. The sound of Naomi’s pleasure made Robin’s own crest intensify yet again, and she came in powerful waves inside her wife, gasping and crying and panting. “Oh, Naomi,” she said in a thick voice, showering kisses over the Ktarian’s forehead, “Oh, honey, I love you so,” she murmured.

Naomi kissed her then, fierce with her love and their vulnerability, and they collapsed in a sweaty heap on the sofa, poured out emotionally and physically. Naomi’s hand cradled the back of Robin’s head, softly stroking Robin’s hair, soaked with sweat. Naomi loved these moments, when the need had been sated, and the aftermath of the passion, when they could lie together, spent and open, recovering their awareness of the rest of the world around them. 

Robin’s breathing eased into normalcy, and she allowed Naomi to cuddle her, still buried inside the smaller woman’s walls, her pulse echoed in the SED. She sighed one deep, cleansing sigh, mouth dry from panting, body aching from being crowded on the couch. “That was unreal,” she said quietly. 

Naomi laughed softly. “As good as you imagined?” she asked, scratching lightly at Robin’s neck.

Robin groaned faintly. “Better. Much, much better,” she promised. “Would you really do that fantasy on the holodeck with me?” she asked hopefully.

“Absolutely,” Naomi assured her. “I think it sounds incredibly hot,” she flirted. “God,” she breathed, “the idea of you taking me from behind like that, bent over a table, with my skirt hiked up around my hips, and you rocking into me,” she detailed, shivering at the chill that skittered down her spine. “That unhinges me, Robs.”

Robin exhaled slowly, body fluid and relaxed, but her brain conjuring up the fantasy again. “Me too,” she agreed. “You don’t think it’s perverted?”

Naomi laughed. “Yes, and that’s why I love it,” she giggled. “I love your perversion, just as much as you love mine.” She hugged Robin closer. “Aren’t you glad now that we don’t kiss and tell much, between the four of us?”

Robin raised up on one arm, gazing down at the lovely woman she had just ravished. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, how quickly you’ve forgotten,” she scolded. “Remember, when we went to Cozumel, and you and I heard Kieran driving Lenara wild, and you wanted to know all of Kieran’s secrets—and she refused to tell you?”

Robin nodded, chuckling. “Oh, yeah. I do remember.”

“Well,” Naomi teased her, “would you want to admit to Kieran or Lenara that your favorite fantasy is fucking me in public with a dildo?” she cackled at the look on Robin’s face and the slow blush that crept up her wife’s throat.  “With people watching?”

Robin started to laugh too, shaking her head. “Good point.”

“Yeah,” Naomi kissed her gently, still laughing deep in her chest. “I don’t think you want our wives to know you’re a total exhibitionist. Admit it Robbie,” she needled her playfully. “You just want the whole world to watch me screaming your name so they’ll know what a great fuck you are,” she accused.

“More like I want the whole world to know who you belong to,” she replied tartly, grinning. Then going suddenly shy, Robin hid her face in Naomi’s shoulder, embarrassed. “I am a perv, aren’t I?” she asked, chortling along with her wife. “Good thing for me you mirror that in me.”

“Yep,” Naomi nodded. “It is. And we complement each other perfectly. I think the fantasy would be even better if we start it out by dancing together, grinding a bit and teasing each other,” she decided. “I’ll program it if you like,” she offered, lifting Robin’s chin and kissing her tenderly. 

Robin nodded eagerly. “I’d love that, Na. Truly. Nobody ever made me feel so safe sexually. And I am eternally grateful you finally let me have my way with you,” she added, waggling her eyebrows. 

“Let you have your way with me? See, now I thought I was having my way with you,” she shot back, pulling Robin over on top of her again. “Just like I’m about to now,” she said in a no nonsense way. She kissed Robin passionately. “Are you up for it?”

Robin pinned Naomi’s shoulders to the couch cushions. “Was that a pun?” she asked.

Naomi quirked an eyebrow. “Never. I would never joke about sex with you,” she laughed. 

Robin’s face was all seriousness, suddenly, and Naomi noted the immediate change in her demeanor. “What, Robbie?” she asked without a trace of teasing.

“I just love you. And I’m glad you wanted to be with me today.”

“Honey,” Naomi said softly, “don’t think for a second that there’s ever going to be exclusivity in our marriage just because Lenara is carrying my child. You are every bit as much my wife as she is,” she vowed.

Robin held Naomi’s face in her hands. “I’m holding you to that, Naomi Wildman,” she replied.

_____________

Kathryn Janeway settled her uniform tunic as she awaited the guests transporting aboard Sato. In a swirling tornado of blue molecular particles, Jean-Luc Picard and his first officer, Stephanie Moss, materialized on the transporter dais. Kieran Wildman stood beside her Captain, trying not to throw herself at Mossy the second she was a cohesive form again. Kathryn smirked as she saw Kieran lose the battle for her dignity as the lanky first officer leapt up on the dais to hug her old teammate.

Jean-Luc Picard winked at Kathryn Janeway, shaking her hand. “Kathryn,” he said warmly, “so good to see you again.”

Kathryn glowed, satisfied once again that she had usurped his prime choice for first officer of his ship. “Jean-Luc,” she echoed the greeting, auburn hair framing her porcelain face. “Welcome aboard.” She glanced sideways at her first officer. “You know Kieran,” she chuckled, shaking her head. “I can’t believe they’re making those two captains,” she said playfully.

Picard nodded. “Absolutely no respect for protocol,” he agreed, grinning at the two tall women.

“Mossy, you look great,” Kieran was saying, holding the smaller woman’s face in her hands. Stephanie Moss was the sort of woman who started out attractive, but grew more beautiful with age. “I am so happy I’m going to be there when you get your promotion,” she said happily. 

Stephanie regarded her with a familiar smile, her cheeks flushed with excitement and her pale green eyes alight with mirth. “KT, you never change,” she laughed. “And I get to be there for your fourth pip, too,” she allowed. 

Picard cleared his throat. “Kieran, congratulations on your promotion. It’s long overdue,” he said with a hint of pride. 

Kathryn studied Stephanie Moss momentarily, remembering their first meeting, which had not left either woman with a good impression of the other. Kathryn decided to make amends. “Commander Moss,” she extended her hand. “It’s good to see you again. I’m so glad it’s under far more favorable circumstances than the last time,” she added in a conciliatory tone. “And I would like to offer my sincerest apologies for my behavior, then. I was not myself,” she admitted.

Stephanie smiled easily. “No need to apologize, Captain Janeway,” she assured the older woman. “I’m just so glad Naomi recovered, and everyone is over the Restidian bacterial infection,” she replied, taking Kathryn’s hand. 

“Will you come by my quarters this afternoon for a drink?” Kathryn asked the taller woman, much more at ease with her than when Mossy had chastised Kieran for her weakness in the face of Naomi’s illness. Kathryn had thought Kieran’s old friend was brutal and cruel with Kieran, and it had offended the captain deeply. 

“I’d like that, provided my Captain has no objections or designs on my time,” she agreed. 

“Jean-Luc,” Kathryn turned to him, “You and Beverly must come to dinner tonight. Seven is a stellar cook and she insists on your being there,” she advised him. 

Picard laughed brightly. “I’ve been assimilated once, Kathryn. I have no desire to be Locutus again. I will comply,” he capitulated. 

“Won’t you come, too?” Kathryn turned back to Stephanie. “Kieran and her harem will all be there,” she teased her first officer.

Stephanie laughed heartily. “I always knew she’d end up with one,” she needled her old friend. 

Picard hugged Kieran and kissed her cheek. “I understand congratulations of another nature are in order,” he said to his former crewmember. “I cannot believe you married Robin Lefler,” he laughed ruefully. 

Kieran nodded. “I know, it’s a bit much to get your head around,” she agreed, “but Robbie is the model wife, and runs our counseling department without a hitch. She’s not the woman you knew, Sir,” she assured him. “And we have a child together. I’d love for you to come by, Captain. Lenara will never forgive me if she doesn’t see you,” she added, knowing the older man had a soft spot for her Trill Be’thal. 

“I wouldn’t miss it,” he promised. “Now, ladies, shall we find a conference room and discuss our mission?”

Kathryn inclined her head toward the exit. “Right this way. We’ll go to my ready room. Is Commander Worf going to join us?” she asked.

Picard matched her diminutive stride, keeping pace beside her as they made their way to the turbo lift at the end of the corridor. “Worf is actually acting more as an intermediary, and won’t be privy to our internal workings. You are to represent the interests of Starfleet, Captain, and Mr. Worf is acting as the Federation ambassador to the Klingon Empire. He is in a rather unique position, since the Klingons trust him, and so does Starfleet. I’m afraid the High Council is in a bit of an uproar over the decision to open the wormhole in Romulan space.” He sighed. “Starfleet intelligence only gets half the story. Worf hears it all. Martok keeps him up to speed on all the political maneuvering and protesting. I’m concerned, as is Starfleet Command, that the Klingons might secede from the Federation. This issue could start a war in the Beta Quadrant, if it isn’t handled delicately. You have your work cut out for you,” he opined. 

Kathryn nodded resolutely. “Where does Worf stand on the conflict?”

“Like any good Klingon, he feels insulted by the decision. After all, the Klingon Empire has been an ally far longer than the Romulans, and truth be told, it’s always been an uneasy alliance with the Romulans. As closely as the Klingons have aligned themselves with us, especially during the war, they expected more consideration. However, he does understand that the aperture will be closer to the Delta Quadrant as well, and a stable wormhole could be the saving grace of the Beta Quadrant if the Borg have managed to regain any prominent foothold in the border area.”

“It would be to everyone’s benefit if we could move troops quickly in a crisis,” Kathryn agreed. “And perhaps this is the best method of making our alliance with Romulus less uneasy,” she offered. 

Picard looked back over his shoulder. “Commander, where does Doctor Kahn fall on the spectrum of opinion?” he asked.

Kieran smiled. “My wife is a scientist, Captain. She couldn’t care less about the politics, as long as the wormhole is a success. She is aware of the volatile nature of the topic, certainly, but she is absorbed in the final preparations for the project’s implementation. She doesn’t have time to fret over the political ramifications,” Kieran explained. “We can barely get her to eat and sleep, she is so consumed by it.”

Mossy laid her hand on Kieran’s shoulder as the foursome entered Janeway’s ready room. “Do you blame her, KT? This is the culmination of her entire life’s work. Honestly, I never thought she’d be able to do it.”

Picard and Kieran simultaneously said “I did,” and then smiled at one another. 

“I always believed in Lenara’s genius,” Kieran said sincerely. “Even before she was a friend, from what I had read of her work, I knew she was destined for this. There’s simply no one in the known Quadrants who understands the concepts like she does.”

Picard pulled out a chair for Kathryn Janeway, nodding vigorously. “She is light years beyond the greatest minds of our history, if you ask me,” he added.

“And yet she is so unassuming,” Kathryn said absently, thinking of the gentle Trill. “She is so—human,” she decided. 

Kieran chuckled. “She might be insulted by that assessment, Kat,” she teased. “But you’re right, there’s not an iota of conceit in her. And I know from watching her work with Kit and Naomi that she really, truly doesn’t care one bit about the credit for the work, so much as seeing the work itself come to fruition,” she detailed for her friends. 

“Which is the hallmark of any true scientist,” Kathryn chimed in. “Truly, it has been a fascinating experience having her on my ship,” she advised her colleagues. “It’s been an honor, and I don’t say that lightly.” She smiled at her daughter-in-law. “And you have the privilege of being her fanua’thal,” she said to Kieran.

Kieran bowed her head slightly. “It is a privilege, and I never forget that for a second,” she confessed. She glanced at the assembled officers. “I really think Ro Laren should be here for these discussions, don’t you Captain?”

Kathryn inclined her head. “She probably should, since security is going to have to be on high alert during these proceedings,” she said fretfully.

Picard’s face hardened slightly. He had trusted Ro Laren when no one else believed she was redeemable, and she had rewarded his trust by joining the Maquis rebellion. The mention of her name left a foul taste in his mouth. 

Kathryn saw his reaction, and understood immediately how he felt. “She’s doing a marvelous job,” she said to Picard.

“Glad to hear it,” he replied, but his face looked anything but glad. 

_____________

Stephanie Moss walked companionably with her former teammate, Kieran Wildman, reminiscing about old times. Dinner at Kathryn’s had gone off well, and Stephanie had managed to mend her differences with Kathryn Janeway. 

“When did you go command track, anyway, Mossy?” Kieran asked, squeezing the brunette’s shoulders. “I thought you were going to be a fighter squadron leader,” she recalled from their Academy days. Most of their peers had advanced up the ranks long ago, due to the shortage of qualified officers, and it was a rarity for women in their thirties to be ranked below Captain if they were on a command track.

“After the war,” Mossy replied. “I got shot down over Cardassia Prime, and spent a long time in a Cardassian field hospital, before they put me in a POW camp,” she replied. “Flying lost it’s shine, after that,” she admitted. “In fact, I need to pay a visit to your CMO, while I’m here. Joely Winfield and I were in the same camp.”

Kieran’s soft brown eyes registered sympathy. “I had no idea, Steph. When I saw you on Earth, the week of the court dedication, you never said a word.”

“Your wife was dying, KT. You were getting married. When would have been appropriate, Kelsey?” she smirked. “Besides, I don’t like to talk about it. After the camps were liberated, I went command track. And now my modus operandi seems to be following your trail of scraps. You turned down the first officer slot on the Enterprise and I got it. You turned down the captaincy of the Sagan, and now she’s my ship. Got any men you could throw my way?” she teased.

“Sorry, the only one I had I threw to my ex-wife, B'Elanna,” she joked. “Why haven’t you ever settled down, Mossy? You’re smart, gorgeous, funny—didn’t you ever want kids?”

Stephanie shook her head. “I saw things, KT. In the camps. I wouldn’t bring a child into this world, not after that experience,” she confided, shuddering. “But then, you know how the former POW’s are—you married Robin Lefler,” she said with a sigh. “You never get over it, KT. It never leaves your psyche for a moment. There are still nights I can’t sleep for the images in my head. And the war made me very wary of having children on star ships,” she added. “You’re braver than I am.”

Kieran looked up as she heard footfalls heading their way in a jogging rhythm. Kit Wildman was heading them off before they could enter the bar of Decked to the Nines, a classy establishment on Main Street that catered to the officers. Kit smiled hesitantly, not wanting to intrude on her mother’s reunion, but unable to quell her curiosity.

“I wondered how long she’d hold out before she tracked you down,” Kieran nudged Stephanie. “That’s my daughter. She’s seen every game we ever played together, and she’s pretty well convinced you crap latinum,” she chuckled. 

Kit stopped before them. “Mom? Would you—introduce me to the Commander, please?” she asked in a retreating voice. 

Kit was rarely so awed by anyone that she was less than forward in her manner, and Kieran was mightily amused. She decided not to bust Kit’s chops, though, remembering her own hero-worship of Lenara Kahn. 

“Stephanie Moss, Commander and first Officer of the Enterprise, this is my daughter, and my favorite person in the whole dimension, Lieutenant Kit Wildman, our helmsman.”

Stephanie grinned at Kit, shaking her hand. “Hi, Kit. I’ve heard so much about you, I’m pleased to finally get to meet you. Kelsey, she does look like Cassidy,” she nodded approvingly. “You weren’t kidding.” 

Kit held out a large holoimage of the championship Academy team with a permanent marker. “Commander, could you please sign this for me? Yours is the last autograph to complete it, except for Erika Jones,” she amended. Erika had died in the war, and Kit would never get to meet her.

Stephanie laughed uproariously. “God, look at us, KT,” she howled, pointing to their side-by-side images. “Could we look any cockier or any younger?”  

Kieran studied the old picture. “Damn, Mossy, nice hair,” she teased her. “I can’t believe that was the style,” she giggled. 

“Kit,” Stephanie shook her head, laughing, “what in God’s name do you want this for?” 

Kit’s golden eyes were pure seriousness. “You guys were phenomenal players,” she murmured. “I have holovid of the court dedication game, if you want a copy,” she added, handing the pen to the Commander. 

Stephanie hadn’t signed an autograph in years, she realized, and Kit looked so earnest it tugged at the older woman’s heart. She signed her own chest, wordlessly handing the memorabilia back to Kit. She knew immediately why Kieran had bonded with the younger woman. “Why don’t you come and have a drink with us, Kit? We were just reliving the glory days,” she chuckled. “Such as they were,” she added. 

Kit considered, but shook her head. “I don’t want to intrude. Mom never gets to see you. But I’m thrilled to finally meet you,” she said sincerely. “I have a ton of memorabilia from your Academy days,” she admitted. 

Stephanie’s pale green eyes sparkled with amusement. “I’d love to see it sometime. Would you show it to me?”

Kit nodded eagerly. “Anytime you like,” she agreed. “Just hail me.” She shook Stephanie’s hand again, and said her goodbyes.

“Great kid, KT,” Stephanie said softly, watching as Kit trotted away.

“Yeah, she is,” Kieran agreed, “and you just made her year, I guarantee it. Mossy, her whole room is like a shrine to our team. She has a serious case of hero worship for anyone I ever played with. When she met Karen Weaver, she got an instant crush on her,” Kieran confided. “So could you—be careful with her?”

Stephanie gave her a reproachful look. “KT, do you even need to ask me that? This is ME,” she said emphatically. 

“It’s just—she’s had a tough year, what with my disappearing and all,” she said regretfully, “and her marriage almost broke up, too. She’s so young, and sometimes, she’s just so damned vulnerable, it scares me.” Kieran bit her lip. “She’s an astounding officer, but I know how much of her veneer is a command façade,” she advised her old friend. 

Stephanie envied the love between the mother and daughter. She wondered for a brief moment if her own stance on children was too rigid. She dismissed the thought. “So,” she tugged Kieran’s elbow, guiding her inside the bar. “Tell me about the jungle planet.”

_____________

The mission plans were solidified, and both Sato and Enterprise were headed back to Earth for the negotiations. Starfleet had scheduled the first meetings for January 5th, which meant that the crews would get to spend Christmas with their terran families. The only remaining order of business was to transfer command of the Sato to Kieran Wildman, to promote Ro Laren, and to move Kathryn Janeway into her role as ambassador. Once the two ships were home, Stephanie Moss was slated to take command of the Sagan, which was freshly out of the shipyards after its first 18 months of service. While they were in the vicinity, Picard wanted to check on the progress of his new ship, the next incarnation of the Enterprise, which would be a Supremacy class vessel. 

Kieran Wildman decided not to argue with Kathryn Janeway when Kathryn insisted on bestowing Kieran’s promotion to captain in the gymnasium. She figured there must be a lot of crewmembers who wanted to be there for the passing of the torch. Whether moving from captain to admiral, or moving from captain to ambassador, either was tantamount to retirement, and there would be many who wanted to wish Kathryn well. 

Kieran was disabused of that notion the moment she walked into the gym, which was completely empty, except for her statue, which was dressed in a Starfleet uniform, sporting captain’s pips. 

Kieran grimaced. “And that will be my first order as captain. To remove that piece of crap,” she scowled at Kathryn, laughing. “Nice uni, Kat. It’s so much better than that god-awful Bo-Peep outfit you had me in,” she smirked. 

“Yeah, but the sheep were cute,” Kathryn smarted. “It was Seven’s idea to make you an Andorian,” she advised. “I had nothing to do with that costume,” she defended herself.

“Well, hell, that explains why that one was my favorite,” Kieran nudged her friend. 

Kathryn gave her a scathing look. “Are you ever going to let me forget you were lovers with my wife?” she implored. 

Kieran laughed uproariously. “Probably not. She must have assimilated my sense of compassion and propriety. I can’t seem to find any in myself anymore.”

Kathryn stiffened. “Ahem. A modicum of dignity, please.” She straightened her shoulders. “Commander Kieran Wildman,” she began, “having performed the duties of—well I’ll be damned,” she stopped mid-promotion. “Admiral,” she grinned ear to ear. “How did you get here?”

Amanda Brand laughed at Kathryn’s surprised look as she sauntered into the gym. “I hitch hiked. Some Klingon thought I had nice gams,” she teased, hiking her pant leg to display said leggage. “Kieran, you look like a captain today,” she enthused, hugging her old friend. “Kathryn, I’m going to usurp the honors, if you don’t mind. I’ve claimed her,” she winked at the captain. Brand tapped her communicator badge. “Send them in,” she ordered. 

The gymnasium doors opened and half the crew of the Sato poured in through them, including the entire Wildman and Thompson clan, the Lessings, and Kathryn’s family. Several of Kieran’s friends from Enterprise were in attendance, as well: the Picards, Guinan, Worf, Alyssa Ogawa, and Stephanie Moss. 

Kate Pulaski brought up the rear, waving at Kieran and Kathryn. She was not in uniform, which was a rarity for the elderly physician.

“Kate!” Kieran grabbed her and hugged her. “You actually took a formal leave?”

“Hell, no,” Pulaski said, “I’m retired. Did you think I was going to wait for you to get your ass in the captain’s chair and make me your chief medical officer?” the crotchety old woman asked. “Oh, and Amanda and I brought some precious cargo.”

She moved aside and Gerry Thompson and Gretchen Janeway came into the huge auditorium. “Daddy!” Kieran squealed, running for the elder Thompson and hugging him so hard his poor bones creaked. 

“Hey Starfish,” he laughed against her cheek. “I wanted to surprise you. Since you all are headed back to Earth, Gretchen and I figured we’d come visit.”

Kieran was truly overwhelmed. She hugged Gretchen, then let Kathryn have at her. 

Amanda Brand called for attention. When everyone quieted down, she turned ceremoniously to the crowd. “I’ve known Kathryn Janeway and Kieran Thompson for their entire adult lives. I’ve been privileged to be associated with them both. And I’m honored to be here for this occasion,” she announced. She turned back to the women beside her. “Captain Kathryn Janeway, having performed the duties of captain with distinction and valor, and having achieved the status of the most decorated Starfleet captain to ever grace a bridge, I hereby transfer you to the honorary office of special ambassador to the Beta Quadrant. Congratulations,” she held out her hand, which Kathryn shook. Amanda turned to the crowd. “Lenara,” she said, laughing, “that means if your wormhole doesn’t work, she’s out of a job.”

The Admiral turned back to her comrades, waiting for the laughter to subside. “Commander Kieran Wildman,” she continued, “having performed the duties of first officer with distinction and valor, and having achieved the status of the most decorated Starfleet officer in the history of the fleet, I hereby promote you to captain, with all the attendant duties, responsibilities, and privileges engendered by that rank. Further, I assign you to the U.S.S. Sato as commanding officer.” Amanda fastened Kieran’s fourth pip to her uniform turtleneck, smiling at her. “Congratulations, Captain Wildman. Ambassador, will you transfer command, please?”

Kathryn took the data PADD and punched in her authorization. “Captain Wildman, I transfer command of the Sato to you, and with it I surrender my authorization codes. Please instate your first officer.”

Kieran turned to Ro Laren. “Commander Ro Laren, I instate you as first officer of this ship, and I surrender my authorization codes as first officer.”

Amanda Brand nodded. “Ladies, congratulations to you all. The first round is on me,” she added. 

Everyone gathered the women in for congratulatory hugs, and the party was in full swing. Kieran’s father joined her and Cassidy, hugging his daughters. “Okay, Captain Starfish,” he said, “What’s all that hyperbole about authorization codes? What does it signify?”

Kieran laughed, kissing his cheek. “It means I have the authority to program the ship to self-destruct, for starters—if Ro Laren concurs. It also means I have the keys to the ship, basically. All systems are now under my direct command authority. But the big thing is the auto-destruct sequence,” she explained. 

“Well, then, I’ll be sure not to piss you off,” Cassidy smarted, hugging her sister. 

“Daddy, you need to meet your new grandchildren,” Kieran enthused. “Robin gave birth to my daughter Cami, who is eight months old. And Cassidy and Cameron have a girl who is nearly three months,” she informed him. 

“Named?” Gerry asked, his eyes alight with pride.

“Kieran Chance,” Cassidy replied. “Come on, Cameron’s got her.”

The party stretched for hours, with everyone needing to say goodbye to Kathryn Janeway, to usher her into her new role on the ship. She assured everyone that she was ready for the change, ready to spend more time with her children and to be a model spouse. She informed everyone she had paintings to work on, books to read, and diapers to change. And Hannah was finally potty training age, so she had great ideas about how to accomplish that. 

Seven glowed with pure joy, finally assured that Kathryn would be in a safer role on the ship, and fully confident that Kieran could handle anything the Beta Quadrant threw at them. She would remain the head of Astrometrics until Emily was ready to take over the department, which wouldn’t be much longer, and then she would serve as a consultant to Lenara Wildman. Once she left Astrometrics, she would no longer be eligible for away team missions, which suited Kathryn just fine. 

Seven found Kieran with her father and sister and Kit, laughing and talking about recent events on the ship. She stood politely off to the side, not wanting to interrupt. Kieran caught a glimmer of familiar silver out of the corner of her eye, and turned to find Seven there.

“Your Borgness,” she smiled warmly, taking both of Seven’s hands, “how are you?”

Seven smiled up at her, wrapping her arms around Kieran’s neck. “Congratulations, Kieran. I am so proud of you,” she said softly. 

Kieran cupped her cheek in one hand, returning her smile. “Thanks, Seven. I promise to do the pips justice, if I can. Your wife is a hard act to follow—apparently, not just in the captain’s chair, either,” she noted wryly. 

Seven shook her head. “You’ve never been a follower. You’ve always been a leader, and you will make your mark on this ship, without a doubt, as you have on me. A Borg hears millions of voices in their head while they are in the collective,” she said thoughtfully, her expression momentarily far away. “But severed, there is such emptiness, such silence,” she said with feeling. “I am fortunate that the two distinct voices I hear when I close my eyes are Kathryn’s and yours. So much of who I am is due to your influence. I’m grateful Kathryn and I can remain on your ship and in your family, so that my children will have your influence, as well. You are their Godparent for a reason. I hope that what I offer you is enough,” she said gently. “I know it isn’t everything we wanted together, but it is substantial.”

Kieran nodded, kissing her forehead. “It’s enough, Seven. It’s much more than I deserve. But I’m grateful for it—for everything we’ve shared. The memories of that other world get easier to bear every day. And if you are happy, then I am happy for you, my love,” she promised her former lover. 

“I am happy,” Seven confirmed. “Kathryn sees to it.” Her glacier-blue eyes glowed with warmth, and Kieran knew every word was true. 

“Good,” Kieran nodded emphatically, grinning wickedly. “Because I can order her to make you happy, if you need me to,” she offered. “I may not be a threat as a romantic rival, but by God, I’ve got the pips now,” she laughed, taking Seven’s hands.

Seven wasn’t laughing. “You are not a threat because I choose not to let you be. Never convince yourself that was an easy choice. And know that from time to time I regret it,” she said softly. 

Kieran’s heart tugged at her. “Your Borgness, why? Why would you regret it? Do I need to be worried about you?” she asked protectively. 

“It is a fleeting regret,” Seven assured her. “Brought on by an unguarded moment, here and there—when I hear you laugh, when you sing or play your guitar, when the light catches your face just so—and for a nanosecond I am back on that planet, and none of this exists. Just you, and my child. And then the moment passes, and I remember I should look away from the light on your face, I should not cast furtive glances while you sing or play, I should not long to hear your laughter.” Seven smiled confidently, squeezing Kieran’s hands. “I can live with that sort of regret.”

Kieran nodded, her throat closed with tenderness. “Seven,” she half whispered, “you touch my heart so deeply, at times, I have no words for your eloquence. I have always been your friend, and I am still here if you ever need me. I love you, Seven, with all my heart. And I love your children, and I will be responsible to you for the things you entrust to me.”

“I entrusted my life to you,” she said sincerely. “And you preserved it when I was incapable of preserving it for myself. I think about that every day I spend with my children—that if you had died when the Viper crashed, I would have died, too. That if you had made even one mistake after the crash, forgotten to do something, done it wrong, not foreseen potential problems, we would have both perished. I owe you everything. But this friendship, this family connection, is all I can give back.”

Kieran had no words, and could only hug Seven close, tears threatening her composure. They had shared a life-altering experience that no one else would ever truly understand but them. It was an experience that would cement them forever. And that was long enough for Kieran. 

Ambassador Kathryn Janeway danced with her spouse throughout the entire celebration, feeling lighter than she could remember since before she attended the Academy. The decisions were no longer her problem, and she could turn her attention to the joys of space exploration, to the pursuit of a happy and balanced family, all with the clear knowledge that the ship, the crew, her children’s lives, and Seven’s, were in good hands. Hands that Kathryn had personally trained and tempered and tested. She would sleep at night, and feel safe. It didn’t hurt at all knowing that her captain loved her wife so much, she would do anything to preserve Seven’s life. 

“Kathryn,” Seven smiled down at her wife, “I need to rest. And something to drink. Can we sit down for awhile?”

Kathryn nodded. “Of course. Come with me.” She led Seven off the dance floor and over to the tables where the Wildman family sat, talking to Gerry Thompson and Gretchen Janeway. Joely Winfield, Amanda Brand and Kate Pulaski were there, as well, and Kieran was telling them about being marooned on the jungle planet. Kieran saw Kathryn and Seven approaching, and stood to pull out chairs for them. “Ladies,” she said brightly, “can I get you something?”

“We’d love iced tea,” Kathryn replied. “But you don’t have to get it. I’m not your captain any longer, you know.”

Kieran stooped and kissed Kathryn’s cheek. “That was never at the heart of my politeness, Kathryn,” she assured her. “I’ll be right back with your tea.”

Seven smiled warmly as the newly promoted captain walked away. 

“So how did you keep from killing her, Seven?” Kate Pulaski asked, smirking. “Eight months stranded with her? And all that wide open land to bury the evidence? I thought you Borg were more efficient,” she laughed. 

The table erupted in laughter, but Seven merely smiled. “I am certain it was Kieran who wanted to kill me,” she replied as the captain returned with drinks for the Janeways. “She saved my life, in more ways than I can explain,” she said sincerely. 

“And I never once considered killing her,” Kieran assured the Borg, handing her the iced tea. “Though she did threaten to assimilate me when she was in labor,” she laughed. “But I was being an insufferable wise-ass, and I probably deserved it,” she added. “Kathryn, I’m glad you came over. I’ve been thinking. You and Seven and the girls are so settled into your quarters, and it’s such a hassle to move out. I know technically I’m supposed to make you, but I think that’s dumber than hell. Why don’t you keep the quarters you’re in? There’s no reason to uproot your family. My family is fine where it is, and all we need to do is shuffle one wall so the captain’s dining room is accessible from my quarters instead of yours. I already had a chat with the quartermaster, and it’s no problem to do it that way.” 

“But if you stay there, what will Laren do? She’s entitled to a huge upgrade in her accommodations,” Kathryn pointed out. 

“That’s worked out, too. She’ll be across the hall, and the lower level officers will have to shift down the corridor. I’d rather uproot them than you and Seven. None of them have kids.”

Laren smirked. “Oh, so that’s how it’s going to be on this ship? I have to whelp to be treated well?” she teased, her teeth glittering in the overhead lights. 

Kieran loved the way Laren was starting to open up, and she intended to encourage it as much as she could. “Emily can do the whelping for your harem,” Kieran smarted. “But I do think families deserve special consideration at times. You don’t mind, do you Laren? I promise your quarters will be the standard first officer’s plus three Lieutenants accommodations.”

Laren grinned. “Admit it, Kieran. You just can’t stand the idea of moving away from Geejay. She’s so crazy about you,” Laren teased her. 

Kieran nodded. “I have to have at least one gorgeous blonde who thinks I’m a good idea,” she agreed facetiously. “Geejay works.”

Seven touched Kieran’s hand. “That is extremely generous of you, Kieran. And I, for one, would love to keep living next door to your family. I love being able to walk two steps to see you all.”

Kieran smiled. “And I love knowing that if Kathryn is so close, I can keep her from pulling so many pranks. I’m having maintenance take down that freaking statue this afternoon,” she promised.

“Hold on there, missy,” Amanda protested. “That is MY personal property, and I still outrank your sorry ass. The statue stays. Kathryn, I am commissioning the decorations committee to continue the fine work it has done. Ship’s morale would certainly suffer if the statue goes,” she insisted. 

Kieran took one pip off her collar, holding it out to Amanda. “You can have it back. If I can’t even control my own ship, what’s the use?”

Amanda laughed. “The point is that you’ll work hard enough to be an Admiral, so you CAN get it removed. I won’t outrank you, then,” she reasoned. “And I’ve already told you, I want you to replace me at the Academy someday. So set your sites, and stop sniveling about your fate.”

“Besides, Kato,” Kathryn pointed out, “you’ve always felt humor is a crucial tool to use in any command. That’s your opportunity.”

“Swell. My own advice comes back to bite me,” she groused, grinning. “So are we in agreement? You’ll stay on officer row, and Laren can move across the hall?”

“There goes the neighborhood,” Kathryn teased Laren. “I appreciate it, Kato. It saves me having to clean up Geejay’s room. I was thinking a bulldozer would be required, just to find the floor.”

Kieran laughed uproariously. “Damn, Kat, you shouldn’t have ever told me that. Laren? Schedule an inspection of the Janeway’s quarters. Make it your top priority,” she decided. 

Kathryn’s eyes widened. “Wait, don’t you just mean Geejay’s room? Like last time?”

Kieran smirked. “Laren, I meant the entire Janeway residence,” she chuckled.

“You wouldn’t,” Kathryn protested. “Would you?”

“Oh, Kathryn, the way I see it, I have about fourteen costumes worth of revenge to exact on you,” Kieran smarted. “This is gonna be sweet,” she decided, stretching in her chair and lacing her fingers behind her head.

“Sixteen,” Seven offered as the table erupted in laughter.

“Thanks, your Borgness. I love having you as a spy in the enemy territory,” Kieran said with a winning smile.

“Traitor,” Kathryn hissed at her wife. “Just because she delivered Erin,” she bitched.

Seven winked at Kieran. “Darling,” she said to her spouse, “the delivery wasn’t the reason I sold you out, at all.” Seven waggled her eyebrows suggestively. 

Kathryn pretended to slam her head on the table. “They just keep rubbing my face in it.”

Kieran reached for Seven’s hand. “Thanks, honey. I thought you’d forgotten.” She looked at Kathryn. “And now you know the real reason I want you next door. What hours are you planning to be gone everyday?” she asked, grinning wildly. 

Kathryn groaned. “I want my job back,” she griped. 

Stephanie Moss joined the group at the table. “Joely,” she greeted the CMO of the Sato, “how the hell have you been?”

Joely’s eyes widened and she grinned ear to ear. “Mossy, why haven’t you come to see me before now?” she jumped up to hug her friend. “You docked with us two days ago,” she scolded. 

“I’m sorry, Jay,” she apologized, pale green eyes twinkling. “I’ve been a little busy.”

Joely seated her, wedging in between Stephanie and Kate. “I hear you’re taking the Sagan,” she mentioned, clapping Stephanie’s shoulder. 

“Yeah, and I need a CMO,” she said suggestively.

“Whoa, hold on there, Mossy,” Kieran lunged across the table. “You better go shopping in someone else’s store, or I’ll whip your ass,” she threatened. “Joely is MY CMO. But hey, you’re welcome to E, if you want him,” she said in a conciliatory tone.

Stephanie scowled. “You wish. He’s an insufferable boor, no thanks. So how about it, Jay? It’ll be like old times,” she tried to sound persuasive. 

Joely laughed, a bitter edge in her tone. “Old times? Pass,” she replied. 

“Aw, c’mon, Jay,” Mossy nudged her. “Don’t tell me you don’t miss the camps,” she teased. “The smell of sweaty Cardassians, the screaming kids,” she smirked.

Joely’s face went white. “Steph, don’t even joke about it,” she said woodenly. 

Kate Pulaski lay her hand on Joely’s thigh. “It’s okay,” she said softly, trying to calm her old friend. 

Kieran assessed the mood and realized Stephanie had stuck her foot in the tar. “Hey, if you need crew, I can help you find some good candidates without robbing me,” she offered.

Stephanie smiled gratefully for the bail out on both counts. “Yeah? I need a first officer. And a CMO. And I need someone to run Ops.”

Kieran laughed. “Only your most key slots,” she teased. “Sure you don’t need a ship’s counselor, and someone at tactical, too?”

Stephanie smirked. “No, wise ass, just the slots I mentioned.”

“I have a suggestion for your first officer,” Kieran advised her. “She’s one of my former players,” she added.

“Someone who’s not already on your crew?” Kate put in, joking. 

“Yeah. Tell you what, come by my ready room later this afternoon, and let’s hash it out. Seriously,” Kieran supplied. 

“Deal,” Stephanie agreed. “I think you need to dance with me, Captain,” she added. 

Kieran grinned. “You like living on the edge, eh? Come on. I hope you’re wearing steel-toed shoes, Mossy,” she teased.

Kate leaned closer to Joely, checking to see if her color had returned. “Are you okay?” she asked.

Joely nodded curtly, aware that everyone at the table was scrutinizing her. 

“Dance with me,” Kate ordered rather than asked. 

Wordlessly, Joely obeyed, leading Kate onto the dance floor.

“That was awkward,” Kathryn commented, watching the two women walk away.

Laren watched as well. “Some of us just never get over it,” she allowed. “Seems like for Joely, it’s like it was yesterday.”

 ____________

Ro Laren hefted a crate onto the antigrav sled, grunting as it landed with a thud. “Ems,” she complained, “how much stuff can one thin girl need?” 

Emily laughed lightly, setting another, much lighter crate, beside the first. “Lots of stuff. Just because you live like a Spartan doesn’t mean I can,” she shot back. 

The junior Wildwomen were moving into their new quarters on officer’s row, right across from the senior Wildwomen. 

“Ambassador Grandma,” Kit said to Kathryn, “don’t throw out your back.” She grinned at the elder Janeway, who rolled her eyes.

“Just because you finally beat me in Velocity doesn’t mean you can start making age jokes, smart ass,” she advised her granddaughter. “Seven, stack that one on top of mine,” she directed her wife.

Seven scowled. “Someone thinks she still has four pips on her collar,” she said sarcastically.

Kathryn deposited her box on the sled and stretched up to kiss the delectable Borg. “I am still the captain of your heart, if not the crew,” she insisted, grinning into their kiss.

Laren smiled so brightly at the amorous couple, everyone noticed. “I never thought romantic banter would work on a Borg. I mean, really Seven, isn’t romance irrelevant?”

Seven’s eyes never left Kathryn’s. “On the contrary, few things are more relevant,” she disagreed. 

Jenny Wildman nudged Laren in the side. “I think it’s sweet. You’re just hard-hearted,” she accused her roommate. 

Naomi Wildman chuckled, throwing in her two cents. “Watch out Laren. K-Mom used to be just as stoic as you, and look what she’s morphed into.”

Robin Wildman slipped an arm around her former captain. “Don’t let them razz you, Kathryn. I think the new you is much more emotionally healthy.”

Kit groaned and threw Emily’s stuffed bear at the Counselor. “No psycho babble, Robbie,” she demanded. 

“Hey,” Laren grabbed Kit and restrained her, “don’t harass the volunteer movers,” she scolded. “Or you’ll be moving this crap yourself, Lieutenant, courtesy of my boot in your ass,” she teased. 

Kit giggled and turned in Laren’s grasp, kissing her. “Yeah, you’re real tough. All I have to do is kiss you and you forget you’re in the midst of kicking ass,” she shot back. 

Kieran Wildman poked her head in the doorway, surveying the situation. “Hey kids. How goes the great caravan of cartons?”

Kit scooted over to her mother. “Mom!” she said happily, “Look at you all dressed up to play Captain. Damn, those four gold hunks o’ gleamin’ metal look dandy on you,” she teased her mother, kissing her cheek. 

Kieran blushed. “Wise ass. Someone has to run the ship while you all play hooky,” she accused. 

Kit gazed adoringly up at her. “All kidding aside, Mom,” she said seriously. “I am so proud of you.” 

Kieran hugged her close. “Thanks, kiddo. I feel so conspicuous, though, like everyone is staring at me.”

Naomi smirked. “Sounds like paranoia to me. Robbie, set her up for counseling,” she teased. 

“Hey, slacker,” Kathryn shot a mock glare at her successor. “If you’re not going to help load the anti-grav sled, go run the ship,” she ordered. 

Kieran laughed out loud. “You can’t make me,” she said in a sing-song voice. 

“No,” Kathryn agreed, “but my wife can. Seven? Whip out your assimilation tubules,” she smarted.

“And make myself privy to her mental processes?” Seven asked indignantly. “Not on your life. You saw what it did to poor Seiken.”

“Yeah, not to mention our daughter,” Kathryn agreed. “Hey, Kato, have you seen the statue since your ceremony?”

Kieran glared. “No, I have not. What have you done to defile it now?”

“Let’s just say you look pretty damned cute as Captain Blye,” she replied, laughing. “I figure we’ll do Captain Nemo, then Captain Ahab, then Captain America,” she chortled. 

“Let’s not forget Captain Lewis of Lewis and Clark fame. I think Kieran would be adorable in a coon-skin cap,” Seven offered.

Kieran groaned. “Something to look forward to,” she bitched. “I’m going back to the bridge where I command a modicum of respect,” she sniffed, acting injured.

_____________

Sato and Enterprise arrived at Earth on December 23rd, and before the crews dispersed for the holiday, the Wildman clan gathered in the officer’s holodeck aboard Sato for the Prala’prem ceremony Emily Wildman had decided to undertake. Lenara and her wives spent a good long while admiring Emily’s simulated vallette, which now adorned her temples on either side of her face, exactly the patterns of Lenara’s own Trill markings. Emily’s wives and Ro Laren were also in attendance, as were Seven and Kathryn, Cassidy and Cameron, and B'Elanna and Noah. 

In speaking the Prala’prem, Emily was becoming a permanent link in the fanu’tremu of Lenara’s family line, but for the young woman, the ceremony was so much more than joining the Otner clan. Emily saw it as an overall means of embracing Trill culture, of accepting their religious beliefs and customs, of embarking on a whole new aspect of existence as an adopted Trill. She had prepared a regimen of study for herself, to include the entire Trill scriptures and a couple of theological critiques, a book of Trill artwork, several books of Trill poetry, various Trill symphonies and collections of popular music, and the classics of Trill Literature, starting with Chu Nista (Dark Soul), which was a fiction piece based upon the premise that the waters of the caves where the symbionts are sheltered are poisoned and the Trill way of life is destroyed. Lenara had told Emily it was to Trill literature what “1984” by George Orwell was to American literature.

Lenara had overseen Emily’s choices, and was so touched that her daughter intended to immerse herself in Trill culture. Naomi, Robin, and Kieran honored Lenara’s culture in many ways, but even Kieran, who had lived in a strongly Trill identified marriage and spoke the language fluently, hadn’t done anything as ambitious as what Emily planned.

Ro Laren watched the ceremony with keen interest. She had studied Trill herself at the Academy, and had a fair command of the language, and so she was able to follow the gist of the Prala’prem. Kit was not so well acquainted, but she and Jenny whispered back and forth whenever they heard a phrase they understood. Kit picked out Be’unaf, the sacred bond, and the Prala’be’unaf, the sacred family bond. Jenny recognized the phrase zamure’ne fanu dragan sharu naratfanumara, keru rela genay, which meant “surrender this life to honor your mother, to follow her way”.

Laren overheard the two women trying to muddle through the details of the ritual, and she finally moved to sit between them and translated as the ritual progressed. Kit beamed with pride, and hung on every word. Jenny gaped openly at Laren, wondering what other hidden knowledge and talents she was blessed with.

“Wow,” Laren breathed in awe, “Lenara is telling Emily, now, that she is the vir’edom’abuche,” Laren whispered, “which is a huge honor. That means she will be the proxy host for the Kahn symbiont if Lenara dies,” she added solemnly. “It translates to ‘first surrogate body’,” she elaborated.   

Jenny blanched. “Isn’t that—dangerous?” she whispered back.

Laren nodded. “It can be. And it is very uncommon to designate a non-native of Trill as the vir’edom’abuche.”

When the ceremony concluded, Emily had pledged herself to the survival of the Kahn symbiont, to the preservation of the Trill culture, and to Lenara’s family, immediate and extended. She could serve as a proxy for ja’prala, she could attend the temple rituals, and she was considered a permanent part of the fanu’tremu. By virtue of their marriage, Jenny and Kit were also linked to the fanu’tremu.

Her mothers kissed her tenderly as the family gathered together to celebrate the expansion of the inclusive family, and Emily shed a few happy tears. Finally, Emily Frazier had ceased to exist, and Emily belonged to a family, well and truly, who loved and respected and wanted her among them. 

_____________

Gretchen Janeway and Gerry Thompson had been lovers for so long, everyone treated them as though they were married, and the elderly couple had ceased to think of each other’s children as “yours” or “mine”. All the girls just felt like their kids. Now with the whole house full of their respective children, there was barely room to move. Kathryn and Seven and their three girls, plus Katie Torres, were staying in the guest house. Phoebe, Harry, and Edward Kim were in the main house with Gretchen and Gerry, and Kieran and the seven Wildwomen including their daughter Cami, plus Ro Laren, and Cassidy and Cameron Thompson with their daughter Chance,  were at Naomi’s farmhouse. When Kieran and Naomi had married Lenara and Robin, they put a new addition on the house, with four extra bedrooms, two of which were master suites, and a much larger living room. The old living room was a den, now, and the kitchen had been expanded. Even with the extra space, the house was filled to the rafters. Kieran loved having them all there, especially her infant daughter Cami. Kieran had missed the first three months of Cami’s life, and she intended to make up for lost time every chance she got.  

While Kathryn, Seven, Phoebe and Harry searched the woods that surrounded the farm to find a Christmas tree to cut down, Kieran organized the creation of a snowball arsenal in the back yard of Gretchen’s house, teaching Katie, Geejay, and Edward to make the missiles. Kit, Jenny, Emily, and Laren helped, and the snow forts were erected in preparation for the snowball war of the century.

Lenara and Naomi helped Hannah make a snowman, and Robin pulled Cami around on a sled. Cami was eight months old, and happy with the world, like the mother she resembled, Kieran Wildman. Cami was the light of Robin Wildman’s life, and she was so grateful she had had Cami when she did. Lenara was just barely beginning to look pregnant, having inseminated in November, and Naomi hovered protectively around her. Lenara was carrying Naomi’s child, and all indications were that the Trill was doing fine. Naomi was vigilant, though, because Lenara had been working long hours over the stable wormhole experiments, and the Trill scientist tended to tire easily. 

When they had first married, the Wildman women had planned on four children, but now that they saw how much work Cami was, they were leaning toward just two. They liked the idea of having plenty of time to devote to their children individually, and though they hadn’t ruled it out, they weren’t certain they wanted more.  Kieran already had Katie, and the four women co-parented Emily and Kit, who although young adults, still required attention from time to time. Still, Naomi had always wanted children with Kieran, a girl and a boy, and she knew if she really felt that need, Kieran would carry them both. Naomi had been told she was probably not capable of sustaining a pregnancy, due to a bacterial illness she had contracted in the Delta Quadrant. It had made her age rapidly, and though Naomi was chronologically eighteen, she was physiologically twenty-nine. The bacteria had damaged her reproductive system, and the Wildwomen strictly forbade the Ktarian to carry a child. Kieran had told Naomi that she would carry twins before she would allow Naomi to become pregnant. 

Cassidy and Cameron were inside by the fire with their infant daughter, Chance, and they were watching Erin Janeway for Kathryn and Seven. Not that Gretchen would let go of the child for an instant. Gerry was equally taken with Chance, and he wanted to spend some time with Cami. He got impatient and went to ask Robin if he couldn’t please bring his grandbaby in out of the cold. Robin adored Gerry Thompson, had helped to counsel him when his wife of forty years, Violet, died. She agreed to come inside, saying she was freezing anyway. Robin’s parents, JoAnne and Mason Lefler, were supposed to come for Christmas dinner the next day, and Robin was nervous. She had not seen them since before she married Kieran and Naomi, though they had come to she and Lenara’s wedding. 

“Robbie, can you take Hannah inside too?” Naomi requested. “Nara shouldn’t lift her, and I want to do the snowball war.”

Robin smiled, handing Cami to Gerry. “I need your testosterone a second,” she quipped.

Gerry laughed. “I keep telling Kieran and Cassidy they can have all of it they want,” he laughed. 

Robin took Hannah, and followed Gerry back to the porch. “You mean you’d help them have a son?” she asked. 

“Of course I would. Without hesitation. Keep it in mind, Robin. Otherwise, Sato is going to be overrun with girls,” he teased. 

Out in the back yard, the snowball fight of the post-Dominion war era was raging. The teams consisted of Naomi, Kieran, Lenara and Cassidy, who had been summoned from indoors to anchor the troops, on one side of the back yard, and Laren, Kit, Emily, and Jenny on the other. When Kathryn, Seven, Harry and Phoebe came dragging the tree along, they quickly took sides, with Harry and Phoebe opting for the younger Wildman team. When the snowball supply was thinning, Laren made a frontal assault by charging the opposing fort, leaping over their wall in a barrage of cold pellets, but she dove for Cassidy, tackling her and rubbing snow in her face.

“This,” Laren declared, smearing snow into Cass’ nostrils, “is for that sweeping kick in the dojo the other night,” she scolded. 

Cassidy was laughing so hard she was breathing the snow, and heaved Laren over, returning the facial scrubbing. “Yeah? Listen, Bajoran, this is for that move in bat’leth class last week,” she replied, shrieking as she stuffed Laren’s face in a drift. They wrestled to exhaustion, and the combatants had to laugh. Cassidy was getting bested easily, but she was a great sport about it. 

“Kelsey!” she hollered, “I need reinforcements!” she begged. 

Kieran’s teeth glittered, and she tackled Ro Laren, knocking her off Cassidy. Before long there was an all out snow brawl between the teams, with Lenara hanging back due to her pregnancy. 

Somehow, Kit ended up on top of Kieran, smearing snow in her face, knees pinning Kieran’s shoulders. Kieran bucked her off and shoved her in a snow drift, laughing as Kit disappeared from the waist up. Jenny and Emily had Laren down on her back, force-feeding her snow, until Naomi saved her. Harry was tussling with Kieran, then, and Kathryn and her sister were going at it like cats. When the adults were too tired to keep acting like children, they agreed to go inside and dry off, and help erect the Christmas tree.


______________

The Christmas tree was decorated and the smaller children were sleeping on Gretchen’s bed. The adults were drinking cocoa and listening as Kieran, Seven, and Naomi sang Christmas carols in three-part harmony. The three women had perfected their blended voices while they were roommates in San Francisco, during a period when Kathryn and Seven were separated. The women were quite good together. Outside, snow fell in soft white flakes, blanketing the earth in stillness and crisp cold. Ro Laren had never seen a snow storm. She stood at the window, fascinated by it. 

Kit stole up behind her, kissing her cheek and sliding warm arms around Laren’s waist. “That’s how it gets on the ground?” she asked. “It falls out of the sky, like rain?”

Kit nuzzled her ear tenderly. “Yeah. That’s how it happens, honey. Would you like to go for a walk in it, see it first hand?”

Laren smiled softly. “Will you keep me warm, Kittner?” she asked, dark eyes flashing humorously. 

“Count on it, Vermiel,” she whispered tenderly. Vermiel was a Bajoran term of endearment, which translated loosely as “beautiful lover”. “I’ll get our coats,” she offered. 

Outside, there was no wind, and only the quiet of the Indiana winter and the deep cold to surround them. Kit held Laren’s hand, wading through the drifts of snow on the path to the pond. The moon was full overhead, and there was plenty of ambient light as it sparkled on the groundcover. 

“There’s a pond down here,” Kit informed her. “We swim in it in the summer. I wish we could come back, then. It’s so lush and green and peaceful here. But then some of my earliest and best memories of my life with Naomi and Kieran happened here,” she explained. “This is Gran’s orchard,” she explained as they walked through the skeletal apple trees. 

Laren stopped then, pointing to the way the light reflected on the fallen snow, the way that the right angle could make the illusion of color in the banks. “That is beautiful,” she sighed. 

Kit took her in warm arms, kissing her deeply. “Ro Laren,” she whispered against her hair, “you are beautiful. I am so happy you came with us.” 

Laren found Kit’s lips again, kissing her intently, lingering over the impression of warm mouths in the cold air, the brisk slap of winter on their cheeks, softened by the nearness of Kit’s face, her body encompassing and fluid around Laren’s. Laren peered up into golden eyes, thinking that the Pagh of the Prophets was nothing in comparison to the energy between Kit Wildman and herself. “You almost have me convinced,” she murmured, kissing Kit more deeply. 

“That I’m glad you came?” Kit asked, smiling at her lover with utter adoration, watching as the fluffy snowflakes fell on her hair and melted, leaving droplets of water glistening in the dark strands of it.

“That you think I’m beautiful,” Laren supplied, glancing shyly at her. 

Kit lifted her chin, covering her lips once more. “I don’t think it, I know it,” she assured the Bajoran. She pressed Laren’s hand to her chest. “Do you know what I mean? I feel it in here, I feel it about you—as if your beauty were a tangible thing that fills me,” she tried to explain it. “I just look at you, and everything else ceases to exist, Laren. The people around us, the noise, the activity, the conversations. When you look in my eyes, no matter where we are, or what we’re doing, it’s like we’re making love for that split second, like my Pagh is in your hands, and you could crush it or cherish it, whichever you please.” She swallowed the welling emotion. “And you could, you know. You could walk away, and never look back, and I would be left with my hands out, begging.”

Laren kissed her sweetly, letting the words wash over her. “Do you worry about that, Ja’clu?”

Kit nodded, leaning against the craggy bark of the tree behind her. “This arrangement, it’s really at your discretion, Laren. I know that. And I know I can’t stand to lose you.” She kissed Laren’s forehead tenderly, eyes closed with her overwhelming love. “When I married Jenny and Emily,” she said softly, “I never felt anything was missing, or that it wasn’t enough. Still, all of my life, when I dreamed, I would see dark eyes haunting those dreams. There was an elusive form, a woman, but she was never clear, except for her eyes. I dreamed her once so vividly, her touch, her kiss, her laughter, and it healed me in ways I can’t explain. When the abuse was particularly bad in my home, I would think of her, and I would feel—protected, somehow, less vulnerable to him. I would imagine being in her arms, and I could close him out, and be whole in myself. When I met Emily, I thought she was the same as the woman in my dreams, because Ems has those dark, haunting eyes. But then we became lovers, and it wasn’t like the woman in the dream. I stopped thinking about that other woman, then, and followed the relationship with Emily to its conclusion. And then Jenny came into my life, and we fell in love, and it was consuming, and sweet, and sustaining in ways I can’t explain. But it wasn’t the same as the woman in the dream. Kieran had loved me so much, and so perfectly that by then most of the old wounds healed, and I forgot about those dreams. When we evacuated your group from the dolamide mine, I only got a glimpse of you as the medics took you off the ship, but you seemed familiar, somehow. The night I was introduced to you, I was kneeling in the floor at Kathryn’s party, and you kept staring at me, like you recognized me. And the memory of the dreams came back, and I saw that woman clearly in my mind. And I knew it had been you, all along. There was just a spark and a flood of memory, and I knew you were her. When you told me about your vision with the orb, I wasn’t really surprised, not totally. Because I had seen you, too.”

Kit breathed the cold, exhaling slowly, and Laren tried to touch the fog that issued from her sigh. “The night I kissed you in my quarters, Laren,” she continued, “when I saw you standing there, crying? I had seen you crying so many times in my dreams. My God, I could feel you, how sad you were in them, and I would always be trying in the dreams to reach you, to touch you, to tell you it would be all right. And that’s why I kissed you that night, why I couldn’t stop myself. And the second my lips touched yours, I remembered kissing you a million times in my dreams. The night you told me about your vision, when you said I was your Pagh, and I asked how that could be, I swear, I half expected you to say ‘because I was the one in your dreams’.” 

Laren stared breathlessly up at her. “Why did you say no, then? When I asked you to marry me, why did you turn me away?” she asked, still injured by the fact. 

Kit touched her face gently, willing her to understand. “Because no matter how certain I am that this is destiny, I made promises to Emily and Jenny, and I just can’t break them. I wouldn’t be me, any longer, if I could do that to them. I know it’s hard to understand, honey. And I’m so sorry if it pains you. Has it been awkward, living with us?”

Laren shook her head. “Not really. It’s strange to see you interact with them in an intimate way, like when you kissed Jenny the other night. But I understand how you could want to, how you could feel close to her. The love they feel for you is so apparent, and I know they miss being more intimate with you.”

“I haven’t been with them because I don’t want to make it so difficult for you that you can’t stay,” she admitted. “I’m afraid to take that step. I’m afraid the ice is too thin where I’m standing.”

Laren kissed her gently, longingly. “Kit,” she said softly, “they are your wives. I know you have to find that with them again. But I am just barely coping with the situation, for now, and trying to gain some level of comfort just with them as people. Don’t get me wrong—I adore them, and I think they are so kind, and so special. I certainly understand how you fell in love with both of them. Jenny is so funny, and energetic, and Emily is so brilliant and sweet. They are patient with me, and cooperative in ways I didn’t expect. They are like our most vocal cheerleaders, trying to make sure I’m happy in the situation. They took me diving the other night, so I would know how in Florida later this week.”

Kit smiled. “They did, huh?” She was going to kiss them both twice. 

Laren nodded, smiling warmly. She laced her fingers over a low hanging branch above her head, thinking. “Emily even used her credits to replicate a wetsuit for me. I’m not used to people giving me things. It was unnerving. And I hate to admit it, but part of me worried there was an ulterior motive,” she added. 

“I understand that completely. All survivors have that problem, thinking no one is ever just nice for the sake of being nice. But Laren, I know them, and there are no ulterior motives, except that they want me to be happy, and they want desperately for this to work. So do I, because I know my life is as barren as these apple trees without you,” she asserted. “I am so in love with you, it stuns me. And I can’t begin to express how much I want you in my life, how permanently. It’s like all the love I feel for them combined, plus all the admiration I feel for Kieran, and all the awe I feel for Lenara—all of that wrapped up in one huge emotion. That’s how I feel about you.”

“Wow. That’s a lot of good stuff, Kit,” she chuckled. “You are the sweetest woman I’ve ever known. That night you kissed me, when I said my mother was beautiful, and you said ‘like her daughter’, my heart just skipped. I think I’ve been off balance ever since that sentence came out of your mouth,” she confessed. “I certainly talked myself out of loving you, afterward, but you see how well I stuck to my guns,” she laughed softly. 

“I know it’s not everything you wanted, Laren, but I’m selfish enough to be glad you gave in,” she confessed, golden eyes sparkling like the snow. 

“When you kissed me in my kitchen, the morning after we made love the first time, and you said ‘Let me love you, Ro Laren.’ That’s when I knew I was never going to get a single wall in place. I even tried to get B'Elanna to talk me out of the relationship, but she told me just one look at me was enough to convince her it was too late for that. She told me you’d break my heart. She warned me,” Laren remembered. 

Kit held her close, face pressed against Laren’s damp hair. “I never meant to do that, Vermiel, I swear it. You mean so much to me,” she persisted. 

“I know that now. You brought me here with you, and your grandparents and Phoebe and Harry must think you’ve lost your mind, from the looks they’ve given us. But that you’re willing to do something so unorthodox, and that Emily and Jenny are too—that tells me a lot about how important I am to you.”

Kit kissed her tenderly, smiling down at her. “Your hair is soaking wet from the snow,” she mentioned. “We should go in before you catch cold.”

Laren laughed. “Bajorans don’t get colds,” she reported. “However,” she raised her eyebrows, “we do get hot.” She chuckled at Kit’s immediate reaction, pupils dilating in the dim light. “Show me this pond of yours. I understand everyone has had sex in it, including Captain Picard and Doctor Crusher,” she laughed at the thought. 

Kit laughed with her. “Yeah, they got married right after that,” she recalled. “The pond seems to have a magical effect.”

Laren took her hand and led her through the orchard. “Maybe we should go for a swim, then, too,” she decided.

“Can’t,” Kit smirked. “It’ll be frozen. But we can ice skate on it, if you want.” They reached a clearing with a wide expanse of snow, under the clear, cold stars peeping through the clouds that dropped the white flakes on their heads. “I’ll show you how to make a snow angel,” she enthused, dropping Laren’s hand. She walked out into a thick drift and fell backward, arms flung out. She moved her arms and legs, leaving the impression in the snow bank. “Now come pull me up so I don’t step in it,” she reached up for Laren’s hand.

“It really looks like an angel,” Laren murmured. “It’s very pretty,” she added. “You did this as a child, I take it?”

“Oh, heck yeah. I grew up in Illinois, which is just east of here. Much colder there, because I lived further north. Every kid grows up making snow forts, snowmen, snow angels, ice castles. We would sled all winter, and snowtube down McCracken’s hill, and one of my favorite things was just to go to the top and roll down the hill through the snow. It’s like a frozen roller coaster,” she detailed, moving them along the trail to the pond.

“It sounds wonderful, Kit. You seem to have some very positive, happy memories from your childhood,” she noted, grateful it hadn’t been a complete loss. 

Kit nodded. “Yeah, there’s always good if you look hard enough. Kieran taught me that. Damn, Laren, that woman can laugh in the worst situations. Kathryn told me—” she struggled for composure, “that Kieran was so afraid Seven’s baby wouldn’t survive them getting stranded on that jungle planet, Kieran put herself on quarter rations for the first two months. The next four months, she was on half rations. And it turns out, Mom guessed right. Erin would have died if Mom hadn’t been willing to do that. And when we found them, Mom was just joking, and laughing, even though she was dying inside because it meant she had to lose Seven. So I try to remember that if she can stay upbeat, I never have an excuse for getting down.”

Laren breathed appreciatively. “Prophets, no wonder she was so thin when we found them. I’m surprised Seven let her do that,” she added, wondering how the Borg could allow such a sacrifice.

“Seven didn’t know,” Kit replied. “Can you believe that?”

Laren shook her head. “She’s a better person than I am,” she said darkly, remembering many a fight over food in the camps. She had fought daily to get enough to eat, and it would never have occurred to her not to steal food from anyone weaker than her. That was survival, and the reality was, you fought or you starved.

“Here’s the pond,” Kit announced. 

The surface was like a glazed mirror, solid and thick, and there were patterns of cracking and refreezing that made sections look like broken glass. 

“Let’s go sliding,” Kit invited her, running for the ice and letting her shoes glide over the surface. “It’s very slick, so start slow, or you’ll break your arm,” she warned.

Laren stepped gingerly onto the ice, and immediately fell on her behind, feet scuttling like a cartoon character on a banana peel. 

Kit giggled and came to help her up. “Are you okay?” she asked, preparing to pull Laren to her feet.

Laren pulled back and Kit slipped, too, landing on top of her. “Don’t laugh at me, Kittner,” she snarled playfully, heaving Kit off of her and onto the ice, face up. Laren pounced on her, kissing her forcefully, tongue thrust in Kit’s mouth. 

Kit wasn’t laughing any longer. The aggression left her breathless and aching, and Laren pressed her down on the ice, moving suggestively between her legs. Kit held Laren tightly, gasping into her mouth, oblivious to the cold beneath her backside. They lay there together, kissing on the frozen pond, snowflakes falling all around them and shrouding the earth in perfect quiet sheets of white. Laren’s playfulness dissipated like the snow melting in her hair, and suddenly, there was only emotion, the beauty of the landscape, and Kit, warm and willing beneath her. 

When the lovers returned to the house, only Kieran, with Lenara in her lap, Robin holding Naomi in the floor, and Emily and Jenny remained. Everyone else had wandered off to bed. Laren and Kit came in, soaking wet and shivering. 

“Sam, are you two nuts?” Emily asked, jumping up to help them get their wet clothing off. “Jenny, get them towels, and that blanket,” she directed, pointing to the throw on the couch.

“Ems,” Kit kissed her softly, “It’s gorgeous out. Huge flakes falling and melting and sticking everywhere. And it’s so quiet,” she reported, her face filled with joy and wonder. 

Jenny returned with the towels and helped Laren dry her hair. “You’re crazy. It must be twenty degrees out,” she scolded. “Come sit by the fire, I’ll build it back up a bit,” she offered, leading Laren over. Laren’s jeans were wet, but her undershirt was dry. “You need to get these off,” she urged the older woman, grasping her pant legs. 

Laren obediently tugged the pants down, but they stuck on her boots. She laughed at the predicament. 

“You just can’t manage wetsuits or blue jeans, can you?” Jenny asked her, laughing up at her as she knelt in the floor to help. “Sit on the hearth, I’ll get these off,” she chuckled, unbuckling the galoshes.


“It really is fantastic out, Jen,” Laren agreed with Kit. “So incredibly peaceful. I’ve never seen snow, not up close. I’ve seen it capping the mountains on Bajor, and the Sierra Nevadas in California, when I was at the Academy, but never touched it,” she enthused. “And it looks so different at night,” she said, her voice a near whisper. “It sparkles and dances in the light, and makes the whole Earth look like prisms,” she breathed, her thoughts still in the darkened world outside the house. “Thousands of crystals shimmering in the moonlight, blanketing everything in softly sighing color.” She smiled absently. “And your toes are freezing and wet, and your hair is gathering the melted remnants of the storm, but you don’t even mind the cold or the dampness, your lungs are so busy filling with the brittle air, and your heart becomes as light as the flakes themselves. Everything is silent. A gust of wind makes the snow drift and rustle, and for that one sacred moment, all you feel is the beauty around you.”

Jenny sat at her feet, listening. In fact, everyone in the room was listening in rapt attention, stunned at the eloquence of the normally reticent Bajoran.

 “Laren,” Jenny gazed up at her, certain she had never seen Ro so animated, or so lovely. “That was an amazing description. That’s exactly what it looks and feels like,” she nodded. 


“It’s like the enchanted fields,” Laren said softly. “In the legends of Bajor. Where the Prophets played as children,” she explained. “Magical, and you just fall under its spell, because you can’t help it.” She studied Jenny’s expression, so eager and attentive. “Like when you showed me the Great Barrier Reef—how quiet and serene it was down there, like nothing else existed but us and the motion of the water, and the colors. That’s what the snow falling felt like. That same serenity. That same myriad of color. And our feet scuffling through the drifts made the most amazing sound, like the flakes whispering over themselves as our feet made them fly—it was the only sound for miles,” she said, awed by it. “How could you leave a planet this beautiful?” she asked. 

Jenny’s throat ached with tenderness for this woman, who had admittedly gone years at a time without seeing daylight, whose existence had been reduced to labor and squalor and deprivation. She couldn’t explain to Laren that you just take for granted the most exquisite places when you grow up with them. It sounded too ungrateful. “It wasn’t an easy choice,” she replied. “But space is just as mesmerizing. Don’t you think? Aren’t stars streaking by the ship like the crystals in snowflakes, leaving rainbows behind us as we go? Think about the snow falling from the blackness above your head, and is it really different than the blackness surrounding the stars as they hang there like suspended snowflakes?” she asked.

Kit and Emily stood mutely, listening to the two women as they described their impressions of nature, waxing poetic. “That’s their connection,” Kit said so only Emily could hear. “That’s their common ground. Their sensitivity to everything visual,” she said quietly.

Laren nodded slowly. “I can see the comparison. I can imagine it, if I close my eyes. Space is like an endless snowstorm.”

Jenny smiled up at her and Laren smiled back. Jenny grinned, then. “And the milky way, that’s like the snow drift where all the stars fall, and gather, and stick in a dense cluster. Like a huge, cosmic, snow bank.”

“Yes!” Laren laughed, “that’s just what I was thinking,” she nodded eagerly, pleased that she needn’t explain. 

Jenny finished with Laren’s boots and jeans, leaving her in her underwear in front of the fire. She draped the blanket around her shoulders and put throw pillows down in the floor for her. “Sit here, and let me tend the fire,” she said quietly, still thinking of snow and stars. 

Laren moved where Jenny directed her, pulling the blanket tighter, shivering, while Jenny stoked the fire in the hearth, flooding the room with renewed heat and light. “Sweetie,” Jenny said kindly, “while you’re sitting here you should do your gel application. It’s plenty warm now and you can cover your front side with the blanket,” she encouraged her. 

“Oh, I forgot about that. You know, leave the ship, forget your routine,” she laughed. “I left it in my bag. It’s up at the house. I’ll have to do it later.”

Emily shook her head. “No it’s not. I brought it. I didn’t forget,” she added. “I’ll get it.”

Kit knew the gesture wasn’t lost on Ro Laren. Kit came to her lover, then, offering to help smooth the thick, cool medication over her scarred back. She eased Laren’s shirt off of her, taking the tube from Emily. 

Lenara sat in Kieran’s lap, and had to turn her head from the sight of all those crisscrossed remnants of repeated beatings. Kieran cuddled her, knowing that it would haunt Lenara for days. “Be’thal, she isn’t suffering now,” Kieran whispered against Lenara’s gold-brown hair, elegantly braided around her lovely face. “She’s letting them all love her.”

Lenara kissed Kieran to chase away the horror she felt, and Kieran noted that her Trill markings, the dark geometric patterns adorning Lenara’s temples and throat, had paled in sympathetic response to Laren’s past. “Wapur’on,” she said softly, “Robbie told me Emily’s back looked very bad, before she was treated. Was it this bad?” she asked, dreading the answer.

Kieran sighed. “Almost, shar cadre. Almost.”

Lenara hid her face in Kieran’s shoulder, weeping softly for her daughter, for Ro Laren, and for her unborn child, who would have to live in a world that could be so cruel. 

Kieran cradled her tenderly. “They’re okay, now, Nara. And the three of them—Kit, and Emily and Laren—they’ll help each other now, because they’ve all been through it,” she promised, caressing the Trill’s shoulders gently. “Le’sharon,” she whispered. “I love you so. I love you for your open heart. You humble me with your generosity of spirit,” she said thickly.

Lenara looked up at her, kissing her warmly. “Our children humble me,” she said, face stained with tears. “They have become the teachers.”

Kieran kissed the dark vallette at Lenara’s temple, lips ghosting over the sensitive markings. “How are you feeling, with this pregnancy, cha’malar’on?” she asked quietly. “You never say anything about it.”

“I feel very well. Tired, sometimes, but otherwise, very glad to have this child. To be able to do this for Naomi. She has always been my blessed gift,” Lenara smiled, for that was the literal translation of Na’omi in Trill, “and now I will give her one in return. This child means everything to me, just as this marriage does,” she professed her love. 

“My beautiful Lenara,” Kieran said in her ear, “I am conquered by your devotion to us all. By your love for our family. You are my kadicadrejir, now and for always. Let me take you home, so you can rest. It’s very late, and tomorrow will be another long day.”

Lenara nodded. “I’d like that. Will you hold me all night?” she asked faintly. 

“I will, cha’le’veron,” she promised, lifting the slight woman from the floor as they stood together. “Do you want me to carry you?” she asked fondly. 

“It’s too far. Don’t be silly,” Lenara scolded.

“I have a transport waiting. I rented it for the holidays, because it’s too far for you to be tramping around in this cold,” she replied. “I can carry you that far,” she teased, “even if you weigh a ton because you’re pregnant.”

“Te’Ramp,” Lenara shot back, “I’ve only gained three pounds,” she defended herself. 

Kieran laughed lightly. “Ladies,” she excused them, “Lenara and I are off. She needs her beauty rest, so the baby will be as gorgeous as her mothers,” she teased. “Good night. If anyone wants a ride to the house, now’s the time. Otherwise, you have to walk back.”

Kit smiled. “Wow, pregnancy really gets you the royal treatment,” she whistled appreciatively. “Where do I sign up for that gig?”

Emily was holding her from behind, and hugged her. “Right here, honey. Say the word, and we’ll hit sickbay,” she threatened. 

Naomi rose from the floor. “You two go ahead,” she said to Kieran and Lenara. “Robs,” she said quietly, “can we go too? I want to give you your Christmas present alone,” she noted. 

Robin nodded. “Let me get your coat, sweetie. I’ll be right back. Girls,” she said to the remaining four, “try not to wake up the whole house when you come back tonight,” she forestalled them. “Sorry—girls and Laren,” she corrected herself. “I guess I shouldn’t call you a girl if you’re my age.”

Laren scowled at her. “You’re six months older, Lefler, so hump a Pah-wraith,” she laughed. 

“Oooh, kinky. I’ll keep it in mind,” Robin retorted. “Sleep well, all. Good night.” 

Kit looked at her wives and her lover. “I thought they’d never leave,” she teased. “Share your fire, honey, I’m getting chilled,” she complained, squeezing in beside Ro Laren. 

“So what’s the agenda, Kittner? Aren’t we supposed to make a trip to the Academy, and to Jenny’s this week?” Laren asked. 

Kit nodded. “We’re going to Jenny’s Thursday night, then to Florida Saturday. We’ve got three days at Grandpa’s, and then everyone is going to the Academy to see Admiral Brand and Kate Pulaski.”

“Sato is in the shipyards for at least three weeks,” Laren put in. “What do we do after that?”

Kit grinned. “Santa Claus has plans for us. You’ll see when you open your presents.” 

Kathryn and Seven came sneaking into the house in their pajamas and robes, overcoats bundled around them. 

“Hey, you two,” Kit smirked at them. “Run out of energy? There’s caramel brownies in the cookie jar—oh, wait, no, I ate them all. Sorry.”

Seven laughed at the look of outrage on Kathryn’s face. “All of them, Lieutenant?” she barked. 

“Hey, I don’t see any pips, your Ambassadorship,” Kit smarted. “Yes, all of them,” she stuck her tongue out. 

Emily snorted. “She’s lying, Kathryn. There’s like two dozen left,” she ratted her wife out. “She’s just telling you that so she gets more.”

“Thanks, Ems. Kit, your wife’s loyalty clearly rests with your superior officers,” she said smugly. “So there. Honey,” she turned to Seven, “what can I get you?”

Seven kissed her sweetly. “I think pumpkin bread and a glass of milk,” she replied, then leaned lower to whisper “I need to replenish vital fluids.”

Kathryn let out a soft peal of laughter. She took Seven in her arms, kissing her intently, then whispering to her “Was it good?”

Seven waggled her eyebrows. “Let’s just say there won’t be any coal in your stocking, come morning,” she teased. 

Kathryn laughed deep in her chest, delighted at her wife’s playful mood. “Are you going to let me stuff yours?” she asked suggestively.

“Didn’t you already?” Seven giggled. “Food, Kathryn. Or else we’ll have to actually sleep, tonight to replenish our stamina,” she teased. 

“Do you girls want anything while I’m rummaging through the refrigerator?” she asked. 

“I’m good,” Kit replied. 

Emily and Jenny agreed, and Laren said  “Nothing for me, Captain, thanks.”

“Laren, stop calling me that. Do you see pips?” she asked. “No. It’s Kathryn.” Kathryn kissed Seven and marched herself to the kitchen for reinforcements. 

“I guess she told you,” Jenny teased Laren, leaning against her affectionately.

“I stand rebuked and chastened,” Laren smarted, bowing her head repentantly and making Jenny laugh. 

Emily giggled at her. “Rebuked and chastened. I like that. Nice way to say you got your ass chewed,” she quipped. 

“It sounds less—graphic,” Laren decided. “Does it ever feel weird to you guys, knowing you’re in the Captain’s home? I mean, I know she’s your grandmother, but she grew up in this house. It seems so strange to me to have a personal relationship with her.”

Jenny smiled, glancing at Seven who was listening to them. “It might have back when we were just interns, maybe. But Kathryn has changed so much over the years, she’s so relaxed. Seven just brings out her fun side, her personable side.”

Seven curtsied. “Thank you. I’m going to make a human being of her yet, you watch.”

“Spoken like a true drone, Seven,” Kit ribbed her. “It was never weird for me,” she put in. “I met her as Kieran’s friend, really, and Seven’s lover. I knew Kieran and Naomi and Seven first, and until I met her face to face, it really didn’t even register with me that when they talked about Kathryn, they meant Captain Janeway. And she was never in uniform back then, so I was at ease with her. For me what was weird was getting used to thinking of her as my CO, and not my friend. Once I was on Alpha shift, though, I learned pretty quick. Lord, you do not want to piss her off.”

“Did you ever see her get pissed?” Laren asked. “I mean besides at you and me after we disobeyed orders,” she clarified.

“Yes. Ben Mason, who was at tactical before you. He just—how do I put it?” Kit thought about it. 

“He doesn’t anticipate how a superior officer thinks,” Jenny offered. “To be good, you have to be a step ahead, to anticipate what they are going to want. That way if they miss something, you can suggest it, and if they don’t, you were ready. Ben just doesn’t think far enough ahead.”

“Exactly,” Kit agreed. “And Captain Janeway reamed him one day for not thinking of some fairly basic measures he should have thought of. She got annoyed and said ‘this is not a simulation Mr. Mason. Get your head in the game or get the hell off my bridge.’ Well, poor Ben left a puddle on the deck, you can bet your ass,” Kit snickered. “Kieran tried to work with him, but he just wasn’t ready for Alpha shift yet,” Kit opined.

Kathryn had overheard the tail end, and she and Seven sat down in the floor. “He didn’t leave a puddle, or I’d have wiped it up with his sorry ass,” she said, smirking. “He’s improved a great deal by rotating to Beta shift, and I’m sure now that Kieran is taking over, she’ll put him back at tactical.” Kathryn handed Seven a large slice of pumpkin bread and a glass of cold milk. “Here you go, sweetie. Want some of my sandwich?”

“No, thank you. How can you eat that much before bed?” she asked, gaping at the gigantic turkey and Swiss cheese club.

“Honey, you burned off dinner. I have to keep up my strength. I’m physiologically almost thirty years older than you.”

Laren’s eyes widened. “Is that true, Seven?”

“Marginally,” she replied. “My nanoprobes retard my aging processes. I am about twenty eight in biological terms. Naomi passed me up recently. I will outlive Kathryn by many decades.”

Emily gave her a mischievous grin. “And we’ll be there to pick up the pieces of your broken heart, won’t we Jen?” she teased. 

Kathryn shot her a look. “Don’t get ideas, missy. I’m not dead yet. And I am a very jealous woman.” She took a bite of her sandwich. “Besides,” she said with her mouth full, “by the time I’m dead you’ll be much older than she is too. She’ll want someone younger than you two. Maybe Chance,” she joked. 

Seven pretended to fan herself with excitement. “She does look a lot like Cameron,” she teased. 

“Ah, so Cam does it for you?” Kit teased. “Aunt Cass will be devastated. She can’t keep her eyes off you in bat’leth class,” she pointed out. 

Seven laughed. “Oh, those Thompson women,” she teased her spouse. “They send me, all right. And Cameron, too,” she giggled. 

Kathryn gave her a scathing look. “For the love of Mike, Seven, you were lovers with Kieran less than two months, and you’d think she’d invented sex, to hear you tell it,” she chuckled. 

“Quality, quantity,” Seven shot back, laughing. “And it wasn’t Mike in my bed, I assure you.” 

“Darling,” Kathryn clutched at her chest, “you’re killing me. My ego shrivels.”

“No it doesn’t, Kathryn,” Seven replied coolly. “Your ego is perfectly inflated and exaggerated as is commensurate with a woman of your skill and finesse,” she complimented her wife.

Kathryn puffed up. “Hear that, Ems? Skill and finesse. You and Jenny keep working at it, you might get there some day. Certainly not in my lifetime.”

Jenny smirked. “Yeah, that’s not that long to wait, though.”

Laren fell out laughing. “I cannot believe the way you talk to each other,” she howled. “Prophets in a parking lot, you crack my ass up.” She laughed until tears rolled down her cheeks. “I have got to marry into this family, somehow,” she declared. “I need the comic relief.”

Kathryn smacked her thigh, laughing at Laren laughing. “See there girls? It wasn’t any of you that won Laren over, it was my humor. Let that be a lesson to you. The way to a woman’s heart is through her funny bone.”

“That’s not the path you took with me,” Seven deadpanned. “It was much more interesting.”

Laren waggled her eyebrows at Kathryn. “It takes more than humor, I guarantee you. I am not easy,” she protested lightly. “But I do like redheads,” she flirted. “And I know you’re a good kisser.”

It was Kathryn’s turn to howl with laughter. “One kiss in the shuttle bay is hardly a worthy display of my considerable talents,”  she bragged. “But I’ll admit there must be something about you, Laren, because you’re the only woman I’ve ever kissed that I wasn’t married to.”

Laren grinned, taking Kathryn’s hand. “Give it time. You never know.”

Seven extended her arm. “You will be assimilated if you don’t remove your hand from my wife’s,” she teased, deploying her tubules. 

Kathryn gave Seven an indignant look. “Well, now there’s a fine double standard. After the jungle planet incident, I think I’m entitled to at least one affair. Maybe two,” she pouted. 

Seven sighed. “You’re right. I concede. Laren, you can stay in the guest house with Kathryn tonight. Kit, that means it’s you and me. Can you keep a secret from Kieran? I wouldn’t want her to be jealous.” 

Kit leaned over and kissed Seven’s cheek. “I’m sorry your Borgness, but I like older women. You’re just way, way too young. But Kathryn,” she turned to Janeway, grinning, “if she’s willing to let you take two lovers, sign me up. Ro and I can be a package deal.” 

Seven looked skyward. “Oh, cursed existence, they all want my wife!” she groaned. 

Emily reached for Seven’s hand. “Not all of them,” she assured the Borg. 

“Yeah,” Jenny agreed. “You can assimilate me any day, your Borgness,” she teased.

“Well, thank Kahless someone thinks I’m worth the time of day,” Seven complained. “This works out well Kathryn. Two for me, two for you.”

Kit was in stitches on the floor, laughing so hard she couldn’t talk. 

“What, Kyle?” Jenny asked her. “What’s so damned funny?”

Kit wiped her eyes, trying to talk. “Unimatrix---sixty-nine!” she gasped, choking with laughter.

The women roared with laughter, and Gretchen Janeway stumbled into the hall, her slumber shattered by the din. “Don’t make me come in there,” she hollered at them all. 

They only laughed harder. 

_______________

Naomi and Robin Wildman said their goodbyes to their wives, explaining that they were going to take a walk in the snow. As soon as Kieran and Lenara had boarded the rental transport, Naomi turned to Robin, smiling sweetly. “I have a surprise for you. A very private Christmas gift. But I have to give it to you on Sato,” she advised, tapping her comm badge. 

She directed the transporter room chief of the orbiting craft to beam them aboard. Most of the crew was off for the holidays, but there were many alien crew members who had no family on Earth, and in exchange for compensatory time off, they served as a skeleton crew while Sato was in station keeping mode. 

Robin regarded her with an amused expression. “You left my present on the ship?” she asked, reaching for Naomi’s hands as they dematerialized and rematerialized aboard Sato.  

Naomi nodded mutely, leading Robin to their quarters. “We’re going to the holodeck,” she explained. “A very special program just for you,” she added, smiling mysteriously. “But we have to get changed into the proper attire,” she instructed, keying their doorway’s security code. “Your clothes are in your bedroom,” she said, pushing Robin in the direction of the hallway. “I’ll meet you in holodeck two in fifteen minutes. Don’t keep me waiting,” she warned, grinning. She kissed Robin soundly, then slipped inside her own bedroom. 

Robin found clothing laid out for her on her bed, and laughed at how Naomi must have plotted for this evening. Her tightest pair of blue jeans were there, along with a white denim shirt that showed off her dark complexion. There was a note with the clothing, and Robin read it and burst out laughing. “God, I love her,” she muttered. She followed Naomi’s instructions, dressing for the occasion, and headed for the holodeck. 

Robin smiled to herself, grateful that Naomi had the foresight to schedule this foray for an evening when the ship was mostly deserted. She wouldn’t want her subordinate officers or crew seeing her in the state she was in. Robin realized for the hundredth time that she was probably the most fortunate woman alive to have a lover and a companion as adventurous as Naomi. She stopped outside the holodeck, mustering her courage. 

The doors whirred open, and inside, Robin found a dimly lit drinking establishment with booths and broad tables, holographic women mulling about, dancers on the dance floor, and loud, pulsing music that made the mirrored walls vibrate. There was a table of women laughing loudly, clanking beer bottles together and singing lustily with the dance tune blaring on the sound system. Then Robin’s eyes settled on a lone figure over in a corner. There, waiting patiently, was Naomi Wildman. Robin felt a stirring in her stomach just looking at the Ktarian, and the simple knowledge that her favorite fantasy was about to be played out gave her a throbbing erection. She let out a faint gasp as it occurred to her that the SED she was wearing had the ability to go flaccid and become engorged, as though it were her natural endowment. The fullness in her jeans was not lost on Naomi, who stood to greet her after making a visual survey of her lover and smiling with approval. 

“I love those jeans on you,” she purred, pulling Robin in for a kiss of greeting. 

Robin kissed her enthusiastically, breath catching as Naomi pressed against Robin’s distended and very obvious crotch, rubbing against the artificial phallus. The sensation registered with searing heat in Robin’s solar plexus. 

“Why? They’re just jeans,” Robin asked breathily, swallowing hard but grabbing Naomi’s hips so the two women were thrust seamlessly together. 

“Because,” Naomi murmured in Robin’s ear, “they are skin tight, and I can see and feel how much you want to fuck me,” she said softly, biting Robin’s ear lobe. “You know that’s what you’re here for, don’t you Robbie?”

Robin arched into the edge of Naomi’s teeth, voice quavering. “Jesus, Naomi,” she said with a shudder, hands firm on Naomi’s hips. “You look amazing,” she complimented her wife. 

Naomi had on a skirt that was loose and full, a soft turquoise with a plaid pattern of pink, light lavender and subtle green woven through the summery fabric. Over the skirt she wore a very tight white knit shirt that left her belly exposed and had a deep v-cut in the front so that her cleavage was very noticeable. Beneath the skirt, as well as beneath the shirt, Robin knew Naomi had absolutely nothing on. 

Naomi met Robin’s eyes, her expression alluring. “Thanks. I intend to make this whole experience amazing, too,” she promised, pulling Robin in for a lingering kiss. They stood together, only marginally aware of the holographic patrons around them, the holographic bouncer watching them as their kisses became more ardent. Naomi loved the fullness of Robin’s lips, which were much darker than her own pale pink ones, and perfect for Robin’s slightly larger mouth. Naomi had been the beneficiary of the generosity of that mouth on many, many occasions, and just the thought Robin’s technique left the Ktarian aching and wet. 

Naomi teased the tip of Robin’s tongue with her own as they kissed, hands cradling Robin’s head as their lips explored. Naomi rubbed against Robin’s zipper, teasing, and Robin groaned abruptly into her mouth. 

“Tell me what it feels like, Robbie,” she demanded hotly in Robin’s ear, grinding against the front of Robin’s jeans which were becoming even fuller.

Robin drew a ragged breath, squeezing Naomi forcefully. “Oh, honey,” she managed, “it feels so unreal,” she admitted. “Like this is really part of my anatomy, like I am straining against the cloth, like I could rip my pants open with how much I want you,” she described, feeling her pulse throbbing in the swollen SED. 

Naomi smiled, a wicked, playful expression on her face. She slid her hand down Robin’s body and between them, one finger languidly stroking the head of the phallus, which made Robin bite her lip. She let her finger lightly brush over it repeatedly, until Robin’s eyes rolled back in her head momentarily. Robin kissed her with frantic abandon then, tongue thrust deeply in Naomi’s mouth, fingers gripping the long strands of Naomi’s hair and their lips impassioned by instantaneous need. 

Robin held Naomi closer, tearing her mouth from the Ktarian’s, breathless and on fire with the urgency pounding between her legs. “Naomi,” she said against the strawberry blonde’s hair, “I want you so much,” she whispered.

Naomi grinned up at her, taking both her hands. “Dancing first. Plenty of teasing,” she insisted.

Robin was almost certain Naomi’s seduction was more calculated than a Cardassian’s torture, and they moved together on the dance floor, Naomi’s hips pressed against Robin’s so that she could feel the erection inside Robin’s jeans. Naomi let her fingers stray over Robin’s back and hips, an occasional finger grazing the edge of the SED where it bulged. Robin shuddered every time Naomi touched it. Naomi smiled wickedly at her wife, kissing her enthusiastically as they ground their pelvises together to the music. 

“I could drop on my knees and suck you off,” Naomi said in Robin’s ear, chuckling at the way Robin’s arms closed around her instinctively with the rush of desire the words inspired. Naomi reached for the closure of Robin’s jeans, teasing, as if she were going to do precisely that.

Robin’s expression hinted at near desperation. “Naomi, if I were a guy, the front of my pants would be soaking wet right now,” she admitted sheepishly. “God, I need to be inside you,” she growled, kissing her wife aggressively.

Naomi nodded, smiling and taking mercy. “Come with me,” she commanded, tugging Robin off the dance floor and back to their table. 

“Sit down, baby,” Naomi directed her lover, easing her backward onto the bench of the booth, simultaneously sitting in Robin’s lap. She gazed into Robin’s neon blue eyes, searching for hesitation, for reluctance, and found only abject lust. She kissed the older woman deeply, the fire reigniting between them. She felt the bulge in Robin’s pants surge, and reached for the zipper of her jeans. Robin lifted her hips, pressing up against Naomi’s hand, watching as Naomi eased the zipper down and reached inside her pants. Robin hid her face in Naomi’s neck as slender fingers gripped her member, coaxing it free of the restraining denim material. The sight of Naomi fondling her was too much to watch at first, but Robin’s curiosity got the best of her, and she gazed down at Naomi’s hand, wrapped solidly around the shaft, stroking it suggestively. Robin’s eyes closed involuntarily, hips rocking into Naomi’s caress, the length of the SED gliding through Naomi’s palm. 

“Don’t you want to watch, Robbie?” she teased, knowing full well Robin’s gaze had only broken from the intensity of the feeling of Naomi’s fingers rubbing softly over the tip of the phallus, teasing and taunting. 

Robin gasped. “If I do I’m going to come,” she confessed, a wild grin on her face, her eyes fixed on Naomi’s. 

“That’s okay,” Naomi assured her. “I intended on making you come several times, in various positions and from various types of touches,” she advised, kissing Robin fiercely, her hand suddenly moving more certainly and insistently. Robin groaned into her mouth, clutching Naomi’s body, nearly crushing the Ktarian from the sheer intensity of the sight. 

“Fucking hell, Naomi,” she gasped. “God that looks hot,” she breathed. “I’m so ready,” she said apologetically. 

Naomi smiled knowingly, and slid off Robin’s lap. Robin watched her closely, heart thundering, nearly losing control as Naomi hiked her skirt and straddled Robin’s thighs, taking the phallus inside herself. Robin cried out as she watched the head disappear in the fleshy, dripping fullness of Naomi’s lips, the tautness of Naomi’s walls shocking in it’s erotic power. Naomi whispered in Robin’s ear, a feral grin on her lips, “Fuck me, Robbie. I want you.” 

That was all it took, and Robin came abruptly and forcefully, head falling back to her own shoulders as Naomi took the full length of her penetration. “Naomi,” she moaned, “oh, God, Na,” she gasped, holding Naomi’s hips in her hands. 

Naomi kissed her with bruising intensity, then bit Robin’s throat. “Everyone’s looking, baby,” she said with a naughty giggle. “They know you’re buried inside me,” she said seductively, squeezing her walls tightly around the SED. The tightening made Robin surge again, instantly throbbing and erect. Naomi’s knees were on either side of Robin’s thighs, her hands on Robin’s shoulders, and by squatting down and then lifting up again, she could ride the entire length in slow, tantalizing strokes. 

Robin grimaced, struggling for control, but the sensation was just so overwhelming, especially with the visual provocation of Naomi’s up and down motion, and the intermittent flexing of her walls around Robin. Several of the holographic patrons were staring open mouthed at the lovers, and the bouncer’s gaze was riveted to the spectacle. Naomi lifted the front of her free flowing skirt hem, so that Robin had a very clear view of the SED penetrating her, disappearing in her depths, and then reemerging. Naomi’s body was so lovely, thighs muscular and quivering, and Robin couldn’t avert her attention, not for a second. 

The slick fluid trickled onto Robin’s abdomen, glistening in the reflection from the dance floor lights. Naomi saw Robin’s awed expression, and leaned forward to speak in her ear again. “Do you see, Robbie? How wet you make me? How bad I want you? Jesus, Robbie, fuck me, make me come,” she breathed against Robin’s cheek, the words eliciting a sharp groan from the older woman. Naomi reached between her own legs and coated her finger in the wetness, then sucked it off her finger while Robin watched so intently her eyes watered. 

Robin was panting with her arousal, utterly conquered, hips instinctively pressing up as Naomi pressed down, hands guiding Naomi’s hips. She tried to make the motion increase in tempo, but Naomi sat down hard on her, shoving her shoulders back against the booth. “Give me the control,” she demanded, lifting her sweater above her naked breasts and filling Robin’s face with them. “These should keep you busy,” she chuckled wickedly, gathering them into her hands and surrounding Robin’s face with warm flesh. 

Robin didn’t need to be asked twice, and her hands held Naomi’s breasts against her lips so she could suckle the nipples each in turn, and then at the same time, something that never failed to make Naomi’s passion spill over. Sure enough, Naomi gasped and increased her rhythm, her own need more urgent and growing stronger with every thrust.

Determined to take some form of control, Robin slipped her hand between them, her index finger stroking Naomi’s clitoris which was drenched in the juices bathing their bellies. Naomi moaned, undulating her hips in a circular motion with Robin buried to the hilt in her. Robin felt Naomi’s walls clamping down on the base of the phallus, as if the Ktarian were trying to wring an orgasm from her wife. Robin’s feeble attempts to gain the upper hand were forgotten as she surged upward, desperate now to come again. Naomi matched her urgency, riding forcefully now, the sound of Naomi’s inner thighs smacking against Robin’s outer thighs sounding wet and frenzied. Naomi was babbling nonsense as Robin suckled her nipples, begging to be fucked, to be filled, all the risky words blurted out in the heat of the moment, and Robin groaned at the expletive flurry, her throat dry and aching. The piercing pleasure peaked inside Robin’s belly and she grunted as she came again, just as Naomi reached her own pinnacle, walls erupting in spasmodic waves. Their rhythm was just as frenzied as the sensation shattered inside them, and Naomi collapsed against her lover, covering her breasts again, as if she were suddenly shy. 

Robin laid her down on the bench of the booth, entering her again, determined to fulfill every aspect of the fantasy. Naomi’s skirt was hiked around her hips, and her legs were wrapped around Robin’s back as the head counselor continued the passionate thrusting, never stopping to process the previous orgasm before pushing for another. Naomi lay beneath her wife, gasping at the depth of the penetration, the punishing force of Robin’s hips thundering between her legs, and she glanced at the mirrored ceiling. She could see Robin’s bare ass, her jeans tangled around her ankles, the flexion of Robin’s thighs as she moved, and the vision made Naomi clutch frantically at the tight muscles of Robin’s buttocks, pressing her deeper, pulling her harder on the entry strokes. 

Robin balanced above the Ktarian on her forearms, sweat gathering on her forehead from the sheer exertion. She met Naomi’s gaze, then kissed her fiercely, mouths hungry and needful, the scene around them blurring in their consciousness, their awareness narrowed down to each other, to the motion, to the slick, furious pounding. Robin shuddered once, feeling the rising heat again, her clit aching as the phallus twitched uncontrollably in Naomi’s walls.  “Oh, baby,” she groaned in a strangled voice, “is it good Naomi? Oh, God, it’s so fucking good for me,” she gasped, the need growing in the core of her body again. 

Naomi’s brow was drawn tight in concentration, her attention entirely on the feeling in her walls and her clit, her eyes closed. But she managed a reply as the weight of Robin’s body impacting her own made her breath come in sharp exhalations. “Robbie, oh, yes, Robbie, it’s so good, so good,” she murmured, the words almost lost in the sound of their joining. “Come into me, honey,” she pleaded, “Robbie, now, come inside me,” she demanded, hips squeezing Robin’s back, pressing her closer. 

Robin lost all rhythm, her thrusts disjointed and fragmented as she climaxed again, crying out as she did, and Naomi coming beneath her, the rush of wet warmth thick between their bodies. They lay still, gathering their strength and catching their breath, Robin still deep inside her wife and not intending to be anywhere else. She felt Naomi’s walls rippling inside, the faintly subsiding evidence of her orgasm giving the older woman deep seated chills, her body bathed in cold sweat. Endless encompassing kisses sealed the act, their vulnerability laid bare to one another. 

Naomi’s hair was damp with perspiration, the red-gold darkened to reddish-brown. Robin touched it sweetly, stroking it, smoothing it down. Naomi gazed up at her, eyes filled with love and warmth. “We haven’t fulfilled the entire fantasy, yet, you know,” she managed, still breathing raggedly. “You wanted to bend me over the table and take me from behind,” she reminded her lover. 

Robin shivered, the thought making her interest stir once more, however faintly. “I’m good, Na,” she assured her wife. “Really. Aren’t you exhausted?”

Naomi eased Robin off of her, helping the older woman sit back up. “You’re actually admitting defeat?” she teased, kissing Robin gently. “I think you’ve got one more round in you,” she added playfully, dropping her face to Robin’s lap and taking the SED into her mouth. “Don’t you?” she asked innocently, sucking softly at the flaccid device. She was rewarded with yet another resurrection, smiling around it, knowing it was the sight that made Robin aroused more than the sensation. 

Robin drew a breath that took more effort than making love had, she was so overcome by the sight of Naomi’s mouth engulfing her. The fluttering of Naomi’s tongue made her groan abruptly, as she could see it flitting over the simulated tissue, bright pink moving so quickly  and delicately, like a hummingbird’s wings. She felt it in her groin with an intensity that was nearly as strong as an orgasm itself. 

“Are you sure you can’t take any more, Robbie?” Naomi asked coyly. “I’ve been dying to be taken bent over the table,” she said saucily, a near pout in her tone. 

Robin growled deep in her throat and moved Naomi’s face out of her crotch, kissing her heatedly, then turning her so that she was facing the same direction Robin faced. Robin gathered the flowing fabric of Naomi’s skirt in her hands, raising it over the Ktarian’s perfect ass, and leaning Naomi over the table at their booth. Naomi spread her legs, anticipating Robin’s entry, hands grasping the far edge of the table top. 

Robin’s eyes were fixed on the sight of Naomi’s waiting opening, the shiny wetness, the creaminess of Naomi’s thighs. The SED was fully erect, and Robin raised up to find entry, taking Naomi suddenly and deeply. Naomi groaned, leaning back as Robin pushed inside her, the two women grinding against one another. Robin’s eyes burned from the sight, yet she wouldn’t miss a second by blinking, the softness of Naomi’s behind, the feeling of pressing into those steamy walls, hands gripping Naomi’s hips as she slowly, methodically fucked her wife. 

Naomi’s head was turned to the side, and Robin could see the Ktarian had her eyes closed, and a furrow formed in her brow as the tension inside her began to build again. Robin couldn’t process the mental impact of watching herself sliding inside Naomi’s wetness, watching the phallus disappear and reemerge, wet and dripping, and the way Naomi rocked back against the penetration, as if Robin couldn’t possibly get deep enough. How many times had Robin dreamed of doing this? How many times had she fantasized about it? 

She leaned over, covering Naomi’s backside, hips tight against Naomi’s ass. Over the din of the music, Robin said in a voice that was so deep and commanding it startled them both, “Touch yourself while I fuck you. Please, Naomi, I want to know you’re touching your own clit while I’m fucking you,” she pleaded, her tone edged with desperation.

Naomi smiled softly, lifting her torso off the table, leaning on it with her elbows as Robin held her ass in place. She obediently reached between her legs, finding her own clit, rubbing it firmly as Robin thrust against her ass. 

Robin could tell, even in the dim lighting, that Naomi’s skin was turning red, which meant she was near the edge of climax. Just as Naomi’s moans intensified, Robin reached between their bodies and slipped one finger into the puckered flesh of Naomi’s ass, pressing the thin membrane between the two openings as she moved inside her wife. Naomi cried out at the increase in pressure, nonsensical, primal sounds emanating from the back of her throat, and hearing it drove Robin into a final frenzy, her thrusts short and quick. Naomi’s walls clamped down on the SED, and Robin finished her with what little strength she had left in her legs, her own orgasm bursting like an ember in her abdomen. She collapsed over Naomi’s back, both women using the table to support their weight in the exhaustion they felt. 

“Damn, baby,” Robin panted against Naomi’s shoulder, “that was incredible,” she sighed, withdrawing and falling back against the booth. Naomi rearranged her skirt and turned back toward the older woman, who was limp as a noodle, hair soaked with sweat, thighs coated in the slick fluids of their many orgasms. 

“You’re a mess,” she laughed, sitting down beside her lover, kissing her. “I saw we transport back to our quarters and shower before we beam back to the farm,” she decided.

Robin was too spent to argue. “Whatever you want, honey. Just don’t let me pass out on my face,” she teased. 

______________

Ro Laren and the Wildman girls shuffled through drifted snow, despite the fact that they would only have to get out of bed in three hours again. They headed for Naomi’s farmhouse arm in arm, singing the jumja song, which Laren taught Emily and Jenny on the way. They sang gustily, until they were in view of the house.

“Okay, we’d better quiet down. Robbie will kill us if we wake them up,” Jenny warned them all. “Shhh.” 

“We must be really tired,” Laren laughed, “because everything is funny now.”

“We’ll pay for it tomorrow when we have to stay awake for Christmas,” Kit giggled. “But it was worth it. Man, Seven and Kathryn were something else tonight. Kathryn is really loosening up now that she’s retired the captain’s pips.”

Emily’s face glowed thinking of the older women. “I love them both, and it’s good to finally see them enjoying life to the fullest. Poor Kathryn suffered so much when Seven was missing, she’s just a completely different person, now. It’s great.”

Jenny hushed them again as she opened the front door. “The house is quiet,” she advised. “Don’t laugh.”

The four women crept into the downstairs and were just about to start up to the second level when a very distinct, clear voice cried out in Trill. Jenny judiciously herded the women into one of the downstairs bedrooms, closing the door before they could all burst into guffaws. They collapsed on the bed, howling into their hands, trying to suppress the sound. 

Laren looked at her companions wide-eyed. “Prophets, somebody was having a good time,” she breathed. “That was some speech Lenara was giving,” she giggled. 

“You speak Trill?” Emily asked, eyes wide.

“Enough,” Laren agreed, shaking her head. “Prophets in the Jalanda ruins. One of your mothers is good,” she assured them.  

The three women looked at each other and in unison said “Kieran.”

Laren laughed into a pillow, trying to muffle the sound. “How do you know for sure?” she demanded. “It could be any one of them.”

Kit grinned. “We all lived together in San Francisco, Laren. We learned who makes who sound like what pretty fast. We’d see one couple go off together alone, and pretty soon, we’d hear the floorshow,” she explained. “They each sound different depending on who they’re with.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me. A) they do, and B) you know which is which?” Laren was skeptical. 

Jenny nodded. “Yeah. That’s how Lenara sounds with Kieran. She’s very vocal, almost shrill, and she talks in Trill. She never speaks Trill when Robbie makes love to her, and she’s a lot more subdued altogether with Naomi,” she recited. “But the odd thing is, she sleeps with Naomi more often than either of the other two, wouldn’t you say, Ems?”

“Absolutely. Lenara and Kieran are a lot less likely to be together on any given night, but when they are, it’s hours and hours, usually. I think I know why, too.”

Kit nodded eagerly. “Spill it,” she demanded.

“It took me a long time to figure it out, but I think I understand it now. Kieran and Mom are the most closely Trill identified, because Kieran is fluent in Trill, and she’s known Mom for years and years, and had a prior marriage to a Trill with the other Lenara Kahn. You guys know it takes hours to do the ritual mating of the Be’Prem. Most couples only speak it once, but Kieran is a total romantic. I bet they make love in the ritual form, most of the time. Think about it. When they go to bed together, it’s usually really early in the evening, sometimes not even evening, but afternoon. And then we’ll hear them right before sunrise. That’s how the ritual works—foreplay all night, and you don’t bring your fanual’thal to a climax until morning.”

Jenny shivered. “That sounds almost like torture,” she noted. 

“Which would explain why Lenara sounded like that,” Laren realized. “And why she said what she did.”

“What did she say?” Jenny asked, whispering as if the Senior Wildwomen might be eavesdropping.

“She called Kieran Cha’malar’on, which means keeper—well, literally anyway, but what it really means is that Kieran is the perfect lover, the perfect match for her. And she said she could see the gateway to cha’mir, which is like Trill heaven. And then she told her she is conquered, and begged Kieran to take her through the gate.”

Kit nodded. “Which explains why they’re still up, too. Cha’mir takes a long time to reach. It has to be Mom.”  

“That makes sense, because cha’mir is so hard to achieve, it not only takes hours, but a lot of Trill think it’s a myth entirely. Only Lenara assures me that it’s not, though she wouldn’t give me details.” Emily smiled at Laren, impressed. “How do you know Trill?”

“I took a class at the Academy. You know, before my first court-martial, I was actually a fairly dedicated Starfleet officer,” she teased. “I actually was a good student, too.”

Kit nodded. “Laren was salutatorian of her class. She graduated higher than any of us, and higher than Naomi or Robin. Kieran’s the only one who bested her in class rank,” she bragged on her mother and her lover. 

“Your first court-martial?” Jenny asked. “Was there more than one?”

Laren smirked. “Not so far, but I never rule it out,” she laughed. She gazed longingly at the bed. “I’m tired and I’m freezing. If nobody objects, I’m climbing into bed.”

“Me, too,” Jenny yawned, reaching for the edge of the covers. She realized she’d just invited herself to share Laren’s bed. “Uh—I mean—I’ll go next door.”

Laren arrested her motion with a gentle hand on her back. “I am very cold. I don’t mind the group for body heat, if you don’t,” she offered.

Jenny smiled winningly. “Me either,” she agreed, stripping off her coat and her jeans. She slept in her underpants and a t-shirt, and slid beneath the covers. 

Laren joined her while Kit and Emily undressed, too. They piled into the bed together, each holding the other, and soon enough were warm. Laren was asleep before she even had time to think about being in bed with three women. 

________________

Christmas morning dawned cold and still snowing, and the ground outside was two feet deep in powder, with drifts that topped out at four feet. The mildness of the wind was the only thing that kept the snow from drifting up against doorways and shutting them all in. Geejay Janeway dashed into her parent’s bedroom, launching herself into their bed.

“MOMS! GET UP!” she insisted, shaking them both. “Santa Claus came,” she bounced impatiently on their mattress. 

Kathryn laughed quietly. “Geejay, you little targ, you told me last week you don’t believe in Santa Claus. Now which is it? Do you, or don’t you?”

Geejay pondered the dilemma. “Well, I didn’t but then this morning I was convinced again.”

“Oh?” Kathryn asked, amused at her daughter’s gullibility. “By what?” 

“Sleigh bells, Mom. I heard them. On Santa’s sled. Real ones. I heard them jingling, I really did. Katie heard it too, because I woke her up and we both heard it,” she explained excitedly. 

“Well, then, there’s the scientific proof,” Seven put in, grinning at Kathryn. “Geejay, go get dressed and we’ll all get ready to go to Grandma’s. And wash your face, young lady.”

Geejay gave her a look of total dismay. “Borg-Mom,” she wailed. “It’s Christmas.”

“Which is no excuse to be dirty, Gretchen Janeway. Now march, and wash behind those ears, too. I am going to check to make sure the soap is wet.”

Geejay exhaled as if she were sorely persecuted. “How come I have to be clean, but you can be a plasma dampener?” she complained. “It’s not fair.”

Seven smirked. “Life rarely is, Geejay. Hurry up, so we can get the younger girls ready.”

Kathryn leaned against her wife, laughing. “You old plasma dampener. I mean for pete’s sake, Seven, aren’t holidays for staying dirty? I’m sure it says that somewhere in the Bible. Be ye unclean, ye holy ones. Something like that.”

“Darling, I love you, but you are a wise ass. And you are not helping in the discipline area,” Seven scolded her.

“Damn, you really are a plasma dampener,” Kathryn accused lightly, snuggling into her wife. “Didn’t I give you enough endorphins last night?” she teased.

“That’s the problem. Too many endorphins, not enough sleep. And I am sore from that last position,” she admitted, ice blue eyes twinkling merrily. “I am still not certain what you were doing.”

“It felt good, though, didn’t it?” Kathryn flirted. 

Seven blushed. “Yes. Very. Will you show me again tonight?” she giggled. 

“If you’re good all day, yes. I’m so glad Gerry remembered to sneak in this morning with the sleigh bells. He is the best granddad ever,” Kathryn praised the elder Thompson. “That ought to toast little miss scientific method’s skepticism,” she laughed wickedly. 

“Isn’t it good that she deduced we are Santa Claus?” Seven asked, confused. 

“She’s only nine. I want to keep her innocent a lot longer if I can. I know, most kids her age don’t believe any more, but they should. There’s plenty of time for reality later,” Kathryn asserted. “And Kieran has gone to great lengths to keep Katie just as deluded,” she noted. “Naomi grew up so fast, I just want it to go slower, this time,” she said softly. 

“Agreed,” Seven nodded emphatically. “If Geejay goes to the Academy or to college early, like you and Kieran did, she could be gone in only six or seven years,” she noted, clouding considerably. 

Kathryn hugged her close. “Don’t worry, sweetie, it’s a long time off. We’ll make the most of it, too, since I’ve relinquished command. I am feeling better and better all the time about that decision. I can’t tell you what a relief it will be to not work sixty hours to eighty hours every week.”

Seven studied her wife, the sharpness of her blue-grey eyes, the soft lines around those eyes, the tousled way her auburn hair fell around her face. And she knew Kathryn was telling the absolute truth. She wanted this career change. Seven kissed her fiercely, suddenly, pinning her down on the bed, moving over her and clutching at her body. She peered down at her wife, glacier blue eyes so full of love and adoration it took Kathryn’s breath away almost as much as the impact of Seven’s body flattening her own. 

“Seven?” she asked gently, cupping the Borg’s cheek in her palm. “Are you all right, honey?”

“I am better than that,” Seven assured her. “And I love you with all that I am, Kathryn Janeway. All that I am or shall ever be, I will be because you taught me. Because you loved me,” she said, reciting part of their original wedding vows. 

Kathryn’s heart warmed in her chest. “Oh, Annika,” she whispered. “I love you, too. I am so sorry it has taken me a decade to truly understand what you needed, and to finally know what is important in this life. We tease Kieran about raising Naomi, but darling, you have raised me every bit as much. I was so immature when you married me. So weak. I thought, stupidly, it was love that made me weak, when it was only pride that weakened me. Every day that I wake up with you, I know how close I have come to losing you, and I am so filled with gratitude to find you sleeping beside me. I know it could have been any number of people you chose to be with. But three times, you have been at that crossroad, and you chose me. Every time. I have but to look at myself and know I am not worthy for a second of even one of those choices. But I am thankful.”

Seven studied the steel gray of Kathryn’s eyes, eyes that never seemed cold or distant, now, not like they had in years past. She could see Kathryn’s emotions clearly. Someone had said once the eyes are the window to the soul. Seven was certain she had read that in a book of poetry Jenny Wildman had lent her. Gazing at Kathryn, she knew it was true. “Your eloquence flatters and fills me, my Kathryn. Thank you for being willing to make these changes for me, for our children. I promise you, if this new life we contemplate isn’t everything you want it to be, we will rethink our decision,” she vowed, touching Kathryn’s face and thinking there was no woman in all the worlds conquered by the Borg that could rival Kathryn’s strength and beauty. 

Kathryn smiled confidently at her then. “What I want this life to be is spent with you. That is everything. I learned that because when you came back from the jungle planet, and I heard all the stories and read the logs and saw Kieran’s records, I knew then that the reason you came home so healthy and happy, the reason our daughter came home healthy and loved, is because Kieran had devoted herself single-mindedly to you both. And I saw how much that meant to you—that you actually need that from your partner. I heard you telling Naomi that that experience, though difficult, was one of the happiest times in your life. And I knew how far short I had fallen, how selfish I had been. And I knew that since you had experienced that kind of dedication, anything less would seem empty and contrived. So now I have to prove to you that I am capable of that. Know that I am willing,” she said sincerely. 

Seven kissed her passionately, wishing for all the world they could make love all morning, but Geejay and Katie were having a water fight in the bathroom, and someone had to go referee.

Kathryn smiled up at her wife, eyes glowing. “Okay. It’s my turn to be the plasma dampener. You go take a shower and get the smell of me off of you, while I go knock heads, my love.”
_______________

Santa Claus was perched in the doorway of a shuttlecraft on the Janeway’s lawn. He bellowed “Ho ho ho,” at the children streaking across the back of the Janeway’s lot, and waved to Kathryn and Seven. 

Kathryn quirked an eyebrow at her wife. “Who the hell is that?” she asked.

Seven shrugged. “I didn’t know anything about it. Kieran might have arranged it. Let’s go find out,” she said, taking Kathryn’s hand. 

Santa Claus was accompanied by a dark-skinned, slender elf with very pointy ears, and a look that was not the least bit jolly. Kathryn’s face blossomed into the biggest smile as she recognized Tuvok, who tried to smile and act festive, but failed entirely. His attempt at grinning looked more like an animal baring its teeth. The Wildwomen were coming up the drive just then, and Santa Claus was trying to shoulder his sack of presents, but it was huge. 

As Kathryn approached she noted the tribal tattoo that was barely concealed by the Santa hat, and she laughed out loud. “It’s Chakotay,” she whispered to Seven. Chakotay had done a stint on the Sato as the director of the arboretum, but he had returned to his homeworld when the unpleasantness began along the former demilitarized zone. Kathryn had not seen him for two years. 

“Santa,” the former Captain said warmly, “how nice of you and your elf to drop by,” she laughed. 

Chakotay grinned. “Do you think you have enough gifts in here, Kathryn?” he asked, acting merry but straining under the load. 

“Probably, Santa. Come in out of the cold,” she directed the loaded down man and waved the entire crew into the house. 

“Geejay,” he said to the Captain’s daughter, “you’re so big, Santa didn’t recognize you. Were you a good girl this year?”

“Yes, Sir,” she nodded, eyes wide and hands behind her back. “I’m always good.”

“Are not,” Katie shoved her. “You’re worse than I am,” she accused, laughing. 

Kathryn moved everyone into the farmhouse, smiling and laughing as Chakotay staggered under the load of his sack. Tuvok was clearly amused, because his eyebrow quirked upward just slightly. It was the most emotion he ever showed. But he was enjoying Chakotay’s struggle, Kathryn knew, because he did not offer to assist the burly man in the velvet red Santa suit. 

When Chakotay had deposited the bundle by the tree, he wiped his brow on his sleeve. “So, Ambassador Janeway, what can Santa give you for Christmas?” he asked, smiling warmly and kissing Kathryn’s cheek.

“Peace and prosperity,” she replied, squeezing his arm. “And a successful negotiation with the Klingons,” she added hopefully.

Santa and Tuvok passed gifts around and then bid a farewell to everyone. “Kathryn,” Chakotay said, eyes twinkling, “I left you a holiday greeting in your comm account.” He turned to Ro Laren, who had still not recognized him. “Laren,” he said warmly, “I want you to walk Santa and his elf back to their sleigh,” he invited her. 

Laren was taken aback, but Kit nudged her. “Go on, honey, everyone obeys Santa Claus,” she encouraged her lover. “I’ll come too,” she offered, grabbing their coats. 

Laren shrugged. “All right. Come on, Santa,” she agreed, opening Gretchen’s front door and letting the two men out. She and Kit followed them to the shuttle craft, and stepped inside. 

“You still don’t know who I am?” Chakotay asked, grinning. The white beard totally obscured his facial features. “You don’t recognize two of Voyager’s most storied crewmen?”

Laren studied him intently. “Sorry, no,” she replied.

Chakotay pulled off the hat and the beard, laughing at the stunned Bajoran.

Ro Laren stared at the man in disbelief, then went to hug him. “Chakotay, good Prophets,” she exclaimed. “You were on Voyager?”

“I was,” he kissed her cheek. “I heard your cell got captured. We thought you were all dead.”

Laren smiled. “I was half dead when Kieran and Robin found me,” she agreed. “Mining dolamide for the Valerians and gagging up my own lungs,” she reported. 

“And now?” he asked his former student. He had been Laren’s instructor for Advanced Tactical Training before he joined the Maquis. 

“I’m the first officer on Sato,” she replied.

He smiled proudly at her. “You and B'Elanna reliving old times?” he asked. 

“Sometimes, but new times are more interesting,” she decided. 

“Kit,” he reached for Kieran’s daughter, “I understand you’re about to take the Bridge Officer’s exam,” he said fondly, hugging her. “You must have done a bang up job on your internship—isn’t that the last time I saw you?”

“Yes, Sir,” she replied. 

He lifted her chin with his fingers. “Nice earring. Is it hers?” he jerked his head in Laren’s direction. 

Kit nodded, grinning. 

“Ah, I see Laren’s penchant for trouble continues,” he laughed. “We can’t stay. We contacted Kathryn’s mother when we knew we were going to be in the Sol system, and she asked us to drop by. She said Geejay had become a hardened skeptic, like her mother, and we decided that was a damned shame. Hence, the masquerade,” he winked at the two women.

“What brings you here, though?” Laren asked, still surprised to see her old mentor. 

“I am here to accept a position as Ambassador,” Tuvok advised. “Domestic life was beginning to try my patience,” he reported. 

Kit nodded. “Congratulations. You know, my mom would likely kill to have you both aboard Sato,” she tested the waters. “If you were at all inclined,” she added. 

“I am certain Kieran is more than capable of filling the ‘big chair’,” Tuvok replied. “However, I don’t think I would abandon this posting,” he admitted. 

“Are you saying you wouldn’t want to work for my mom?” Kit demanded of the Vulcan. 

He quirked an eyebrow. “I would not want to work for either of you,” he deadpanned. “And from what I am told, you will be your mother’s first officer very soon,” he complimented Kieran’s eldest. “Besides, Mr. Neelix is aboard, is he not?”

The group laughed out loud. “He is,” Kit admitted. “The kids love him, though.”

“I suppose someone must,” Tuvok joked, sending the group into another fit of laughter. 

Ro Laren filled the two men in on the latest gossip. Chakotay grilled her on everything in the ten minute conversation, and she assured him she had, in fact, not lost her mind, simply because she was involved with someone nearly twenty years younger than herself. As for the group marriage, she reported, it seemed to work for Kieran and Naomi. 

Chakotay shook his head as they waved goodbye. He wasn’t convinced anyone in the Wildman family was sane.  

_________________

Ro Laren and Kit Wildman came back to the house only to find everyone waiting expectantly for them. “What?” Laren asked as everyone stared at her.

Katie looked up at her as if she were beyond dense. “Nobody gets to open presents until everyone is here,” she informed her impatiently. 

Laren looked dismayed. “I’m sorry—please, everyone, have at it,” she offered, slinking into the floor between Kit and Emily. 

Kit shoved a pile of gifts over to her. “These are yours,” she said, grinning at the look of disbelief on Laren’s face.

“But I—I didn’t even know we were supposed to exchange gifts. This holiday is like—the Bajoran Gratitude Festival, only I didn’t know it. Though we don’t believe in some fat guy in a sleigh,” she added. 

“Aliens are allowed to be unaware of our customs,” Seven replied. “We only wanted you to enjoy the holiday,” she offered politely. 

Gretchen Janeway explained the ritual of everyone opening one gift at a time and saying who it came from. The process took hours, and it was the perfect way to fuel everyone’s appetite for breakfast. 

Funny, festive, useful, and pretty things emerged from colorful boxes with bows; music, artwork, books, clothing, toys, foods, and all manner of trivial trinkets appeared. Ro Laren was simply stunned to find herself completely outfitted for diving, and holding a ticket for a dive vacation with her roommates. Kit had also given her a lovely formal outfit that was very Bajoran, the sort of elegant attire worn for holidays and important occasions. Laren was utterly taken by the copper colored cloth. Beyond that, Emily and Jenny had completely showered her with gifts. Jenny gave her a book of poetry that had photographs of the natural wonders of the earth illustrating the verses, and Laren was amazed by it. She couldn’t put it down, in fact. Jenny had also given her a miniature holovid that showed a holoimage of the Jalanda Forum, decorated for the festival of lights, a framed photo of the Bajoran and Kit taken at Kieran and Seven’s homecoming, a wrist-worn dive computer, and a handmade gift that Laren was fascinated by. It was a book filled with poems Jenny had written herself, illustrated with colored sketches Jenny had done. It was wholly unique and truly a gift of herself. 

Jenny had moved beside the older woman to look over her shoulder as she read the first few poems. “Jenny,” Laren said softly, “this is unbelievable. You’re so talented. You made this for me?” she was moved at the obvious labor that had gone into it, and the creative energy. 

Jenny smiled softly. “I thought it would be an easy way to get to know me better. So you’ll know how I think, how I feel about the world. I know it’s sort of personal, but—I guess that book is who I am, fundamentally.”

Laren gazed into her frost-white eyes, unable to articulate what she felt. “I can only say thank you, Jen. I will treasure this because you made it. Because it is a piece of you.”

Jenny leaned closer and kissed Ro Laren’s cheek, then, the briefest of touches, the faintest indication. “I’m glad you like it. I want to know you just as much, Laren,” she replied sincerely. 

Laren was startled at the kiss, but she didn’t say a word in protest. She did, however, avert her eyes the second Jenny moved away. “My mother was a poet,” she offered softly, not meeting Jenny’s eyes.

“I know,” Jenny replied. “I’ve read every poem of hers that I can access through the data base,” she admitted. 

Laren smiled enigmatically at her roommate. 

Laren had received from Emily a model of a bantaca, more specifically, the Ro family’s bantaca, with her family’s names and birthdates carved into it, adorned by Bajoran symbols for life, for Pagh, for love. There were three scriptures engraved in each face, and Emily had carefully selected the ones that she felt were personal to Ro Laren. Laren realized that in order for Emily to do this, she must have read the books of the Prophets in depth. Emily had also given her a Bajoran calendar, and a recording of a Bajoran musician, Varani. Emily had also gotten her an excellent buoyancy control vest with integrated weights for diving.  Finally, Emily had given her a box of jumja taffy. 

Kit had rounded out Laren’s diving equipment with a rebreather, mask, fins, plasma torch, wrist lamp, and a dive bag. She gave the Bajoran jumja sticks dipped in chocolate, a teddy bear that looked like a jumja bear, and a wall hanging with the poem The Call of the Prophets engraved on it, all twelve stanzas, and scripted in Bajoran. 

“I don’t know what to say, you guys,” Laren told her roommates. “I’m pretty overwhelmed. Thank you for all of this.”

Geejay Janeway was being nosey, and peeked inside the box of chocolate jumja sticks. “What’s that?” she asked. 

Laren smiled. “Here,” she said happily, “try one.” She handed the youngster a stick and Geejay’s eyes lit right up. 

“Oh, that’s really good,” she sighed. “Better than caramel brownies,” she enthused. 

“Give one to Katie,” Laren handed her a second one. “See what she thinks.”

Kieran scowled at Laren. “If you get them hyped up on sugar, Missy, you get to referee,” she scolded. 

Laren laughed. “I’ll poke them both with pain sticks, how’s that?” she teased. 

Christmas breakfast was legendary at the Janeway household, and Gretchen, Seven, Naomi, Robin and Phoebe did the honors, putting together huge trays piled with waffles and French toast, bowls heaped with eggs scrambled with cheese, ham, and red bell peppers, platters overflowing with bacon and sausage links, and biscuits slathered in Gretchen’s homemade sausage gravy. Grapefruit and orange juice, milk, tea, and coffee rounded out the morning feast, which was more like brunch. Christmas dinner would not be until early evening, when the turkey had cooked to a golden brown. 

The entire family talked and laughed around the table, and Ro Laren was certain she had never witnessed so much love in one place. It made her eyes mist more than once, watching the gentle way Seven touched Kathryn’s face, the solicitous way Kieran fixed coffee for Lenara, for Gretchen, for Cameron, the way that Gretchen helped her granddaughter with her food, the way Harry gazed at Phoebe with pure adoration. Everywhere she looked, people were smiling, touching, laughing, helping each other. Katie sat in Kieran’s lap for a long while, sharing off her mother’s plate, and behaving so well that even Kieran was surprised. Naomi waited on Lenara hand and foot, lest the pregnant woman strain herself, and Kathryn and Seven chuckled at their daughter’s protectiveness of her Trill wife. The smaller children were passed around, and Kieran helped Cami eat sausage with her fingers while Seven cradled Erin and let Kieran steal Erin’s kisses. 

It struck Laren that there was a seamlessness to this family, a fluidity. No one thought of Gretchen and Gerry as Kathryn and Kieran’s parents. They were just Mom and Dad. And Cami belonged to Naomi and Kieran and Lenara as much as Robin, and Geejay was just as close to Kieran as Katie was. The Moms called Jenny their daughter, without throwing in the “in-law” part. Harry and Kieran were like siblings, just as much as Kathryn and Phoebe were siblings, and the entire group had adopted Cassidy and Cameron as though they never came from another dimension. As far as Gerry was concerned, Cassidy was his daughter, and Cameron his daughter’s wife, and he loved them. And Chance was his grandbaby, as sure as if she’d come from Kieran. There weren’t any Kims or Thompsons or Janeways or Wildmans at this table. It didn’t matter that she was a Ro, or that Jenny had been a Calvert, or that Katie was a Torres. This was just family, and by virtue of her being lovers with Kit, she was one of them. It was an awesome concept to someone who never felt like she belonged anywhere except in a Maquis cell. 

For the first time in her life, Ro Laren understood the appeal of belonging, the desirability of being included in something bigger than herself. She was beginning to feel connected to these people, to all of them on varying levels and in deepening degrees. Jenny Wildman sat next to her, and was looking equally pleased, a fond gaze resting on Robin, who was feeding Cami a piece of French toast, another on Gerry, who had just kissed Gretchen’s cheek, a glance at Harry who had Edward in his lap, hugging him. Her eyes came to rest on Ro Laren, and she smiled over at her, taking her hand. 

“Merry Christmas, Laren,” she said softly. “Now do you see why it’s my favorite holiday?”

Laren leaned closer and kissed Jenny’s cheek. “I do.”

Christmas night was for singing carols, roaring fires, roasting marshmallows, and letting drowsy children fall asleep in the laps of the adults. Kit was holding Cami, who was out for the count, Seven had Hannah, who was snoring, Kieran had Erin, who sucked intermittently on a bottle, Kathryn had Edward curled in her lap, Geejay was sitting with Naomi, Cassidy had Katie, and somehow, Laren had ended up with Chance, who was sucking her fist and kicking her feet in fits and starts. 

Jenny and Emily flanked the Bajoran, who actually lapsed into talking to Chance in a doting, cooing way, until she saw Emily wink at Jenny. She retreated into more dignified dialogue after that. 

“Sing her the jumja song,” Jenny urged. 

Laren shook her head. “Nope. She’s not Bajoran. She should hear the gumdrop song,” she decided. 

Kit, Emily, Jenny and Laren sang the gumdrop song, and Katie and Geejay demanded to learn it, so Emily taught them. Pretty soon, all the adults were singing it too.

If all the raindrops were lemon drops and gumdrops, oh what a rain it would be!

I would never mind if the sun would never shine, oh, 

I’d keep a’wishin’ for raindrops all the time, 

If all the raindrops were lemon drops and gumdrops, oh what a rain it would be!

I would stand outside with my mouth open wide, oh

I would never mind if the sun would never shine, oh,

I’d keep a’wishin’ for raindrops all the time,

If all the raindrops were lemon drops and gumdrops, oh what a rain it would be!

Kathryn Janeway chuckled to herself, thinking how her prison camp-hardened former chief of tactical and security could sing nursery rhymes with the best of them. She could see Laren’s potential, the other side of that coin, and it was a much shinier coin than she had expected, especially considering how tarnished it had seemed once. Suddenly it was apparent to her what Kit saw in Ro Laren. What Kieran had seen. And what Jenny and Emily were beginning to see as well. 

Chance Thompson giggled and laughed at Laren, who was talking nonsense to her again and making silly sounds. Chance was as smitten with the Bajoran as Kit had been. 

“Well, since we’ve all warmed up, Na, play some carols we can all sing,” Kathryn requested. 

“Okay,” Naomi agreed, kissing Geejay’s soft blond hair. “Will you let me up, sweetie?”

“Okay,” Geejay agreed. “I want to sit with Aunt Cam anyway,” she decided.

Katie scowled at her. “She’s not your aunt, dufus, she’s my aunt,” she sounded superior.

Cameron held out her arms to Geejay.

“Is that true, Aunt Cam?” Geejay asked, feelings wounded.

“Honey,” Cameron kissed her forehead, gathering the young girl in her lap, “I am every bit as much your aunt as I am Katie’s, I promise,” she replied. “And I love you just as much as I love her.”

Geejay put her arms around Cameron’s neck. “Thanks. I love you, too. You’re not a plasma dampener, like some people,” she said to Katie.

Naomi played carols and the whole crew sang, and more pie was eaten, and children fell asleep and were carried off to beds. 

Ro Laren sat by the fire with Kit’s head in her lap, reading the book of poetry Jenny had written. She leafed through the volume of works, and a title caught her eye.

Laren Reborn

she sees the world through dark, bruised eyes

where scar tissue obscures

and memories lurk

hidden away from the light

she’s slinking down tunnels in silence

where no one knows she is beautiful

and when the night is blackest

just before the dawn

she cowers as the morning breaks inside

splintered glass in the sun

emergent, pale, fragile 

she sparkles

she shouts down her memories 

she sweeps out the shadows

she shimmers with new promise

and learns to see all over again

Laren read it several times, stunned. Her throat tightened at the thought that this was how Jenny saw her. And on the opposite page, Jenny had sketched her, a brooding, serious expression, eyes downcast, thoughtful.

Laren remembered her mother, then, the poetry she had penned, and the things Laren had learned from reading it as an adult. It was only because her mother had been a poet that Laren decided to try her own hand at the muse. She closed her eyes, trying to picture her mother’s face, an image that at the best of times was elusive, and at the worst of times, virtually impossible to conjure up. For some reason, she had never called up the photos of her mother on the LCARS system, even though she knew they were in the database for Bajor. She leafed through the book Jenny had made for her, admiring the sketches, and then she nearly dropped them. There, staring back at her, was a feature-perfect watercolor of her mother. Jenny had no doubt accessed the LCARS record from the Ro family, and found the press photos that Laren’s mother had used during her years as a celebrity. Laren’s hands visibly shook as she looked into the dark, solemn eyes of her mother, a mirror image of her own. She had remembered that her mother was beautiful, and yet, the woman peering out at her from the page looked remarkably like herself. 

Jenny was sitting across the floor, leaning against Emily’s legs as Emily sat in a chair. Jenny watched Laren’s face, watched the emotions playing there, and knew which poem Laren was reading. And then Laren looked at her, a questioning expression on her face, and Jenny knew she had turned the page to find the picture of her mother. Jenny loved her face, loved the way she quirked an eyebrow with the slightest movement, the way her high, fine cheekbones made her lips look so full. Ro Laren was exquisitely sculpted, refined, porcelain skinned, graceful, elegant. Just like her mother had been. Jenny met her gaze, unwavering. She eased up from the floor and walked across the room to where Laren sat, smiling down at her. 

“It’s snowing out. Let’s go for a walk,” she said quietly. 

Laren nodded. “Kit,” she leaned down and kissed her lover, “we’ll be back soon.”

“Don’t be long, honey. We’re going sledding at midnight,” she reminded her. 

“No, I won’t be long,” Laren replied, easing Kit out of her lap. “If you leave without us we’ll catch up.”

Jenny held out her hand to Ro Laren, boosting her off the floor. “I’ll get our coats,” was all she said. 

The night was bitter cold, and the wind was more active than the night before, with chilling gusts that blew the falling snow around them in swirling flurries. Laren kept one hand stuffed in her coat pocket, holding Jenny’s hand with the other, leaning into the breeze when it blustered. Jenny led her through the yard and beside the guest house, which used to be the barn. The building made a wind break, and Jenny stopped, leaning against the wall. 

Laren regarded her silently. She breathed deeply, in, out, the way Kit had taught her. “Is that really how you see me?”

“Laren Reborn?” Jenny clarified. Laren nodded. “Yes. You’re learning to see the world differently now, and that new vision has made you reborn. You’re reinventing yourself.” 

“She’s slinking down tunnels in silence where no one knows she is beautiful?” she asked, quoting the poem.

Jenny smiled. “You are beautiful, Ro Laren,” she said softly, touching the Bajoran’s cheek. “And anyone with eyes can see that. But the part people don’t see is the inner beauty you hide behind your defenses. Only now, that’s starting to show, too,” she added gently. “It’s wonderful to see, that’s all.”

Laren kicked at the snow with her boot. “I love the poems, Jen, all of them. It’s just a little—intimidating, I suppose, to realize you’re thinking about me long enough to write something like that, or to sketch me. You’re an excellent artist, by the way,” she added softly. 

Jenny smiled. “Okay,” she lifted Laren’s chin. “Now try saying that while you actually make eye contact,” she teased. 

“I didn’t?” Laren asked, feeling off balance at the nearness of Jenny’s breath, her smile, her eyes. “It’s not always easy for me to make eye contact with you,” she admitted.

Jenny cocked her head to one side. “It’s not? Why?”

Laren averted her eyes again. “I don’t know, Jen. It just isn’t.”

Jenny held Laren’s face in both hands. “Look at me, Laren,” she requested. “Why is that so hard?”

Laren met her eyes, endless, accepting eyes that were warm, yet the color of snow. “It feels like you can see inside me,” she admitted, taking Jenny’s hands away.

Jenny kissed her forehead. “Ji’talia,” she said sweetly, “is there something you don’t want me to see?” she asked.

“It’s not that I want to hide things from you. It’s just that I’m conditioned to hide things. You can’t understand, unless you’ve interacted with Cardies, Jen. They get inside your head and find your weaknesses and use them against you. You learn not to let people see inside you, because it gives them ammunition. With the Cardies—how do I make you understand? They make you think they care about you, they befriend you, and then they use your reliance upon that friendship to hurt you. You learn quickly to hide emotionally for self-preservation. And now it’s a habit. I do it with you, with everyone, except Kit. I just learned it’s dangerous to let anyone see your feelings. And so I learned not to have any at all,” she explained. 

“That must be frightening, then, letting yourself love Kit,” she empathized.

Laren sighed. “The scarier thing is that now I’m starting to love you all, this whole family. And that’s a lot of risk. But I need that connectedness so much, I can’t let myself withdraw again. Just living with you all is huge for me. But last night, sleeping in the same bed with three other people, that was a big surrender on my part. It’s very confusing. And when I look you in the eye, it knocks my pins out from under me.”

Jenny nodded. “Because you have to confront that you do have feelings, no matter how much you’ve learned not to?” she asked. 

Laren bit her lip. “I guess that is it,” she realized. “I look at you and—” Laren’s chest constricted, and her heart pounded in her ears. She tried, but the words wouldn’t come out, sticking in the back of her throat. Her dark eyes glistened in the reflected light from the snow, and Jenny felt such a wave of tenderness.

Jenny tucked Laren’s raven hair behind her ears, studying her face. “You what? Laren, just say it,” she requested. 

Laren let the air escape from her lungs. “You’re starting to matter to me, to be important to me.  And I feel conflicted. Sometimes it makes me think I’m a terrible person for keeping Kit to myself, for depriving you and Ems of her attention and affection, and I think I should just leave. Only now, it wouldn’t just be leaving Kit, it would be leaving the family I’m part of through Kit.”

Jenny regarded her with the tenderest expression. “You have to believe me when I say this, Laren. It started out that way, most definitely, that you belonged to our family through Kit. But for me, it’s not like that now. You belong through you, separate and distinctly from Kit. I was thinking about that today at breakfast, watching you. If you and Kit somehow broke up, I still wouldn’t want you to leave our home. I’m attached to you. So is Emily. In the beginning, we wanted you with us for Kit’s sake. But now it’s for our own,” she said warmly. 

Laren met Jenny’s eyes then, forcing herself not to retreat. “Thank you, Jenny. Of all the gifts I got today, knowing that is more valuable to me than any of them,” she said quietly, voice barely a whisper. She touched Jenny’s face, gazing up at her. Laren could see Jenny’s acceptance in her expression, her welcome, and it made Laren’s throat burn with vulnerability. When she felt overcome by how exposed she was, she leaned her forehead against Jenny’s lips. “I’m trying, Jen,” she whispered. “I’m trying to let you both in.”

Jenny smiled, lifting Laren’s face, keeping her from looking away. “Averone,” she said softly. “I’m waiting outside that door. I’m trying just as hard to be patient while you try to open it. If I can help you, I will,” she offered. 

“You are helping,” Laren assured her, brushing her fingers over Jenny’s soft brown hair. “You just keep reaching out to me in ways that move me, and I can’t keep the door locked, anymore. Now I don’t even want to. Jen, you’re learning my language, my culture, my history, and that just floors me, the level of investment you’re willing to make. I can’t imagine sharing anything as personal as my poetry, but you shared yours with me, and it touched me so much,” she said sincerely.

Jenny took her hands. “You write poetry, Averone? I’d love to read it sometime.”

Laren blushed. “Maybe. It’s pretty dark, though. It might shock you.”

“I don’t think anything you do or say could shock me, Laren. I know what your life has been like, at least in an abstract way. I admire you so much for all the things you’ve survived. I know what an inherently weak person I am, and I know if I had been in your shoes, I’d have laid down and died long ago. That you face every new day is a miracle to me, but that you do it smiling, now—I’m just so proud to be your friend,” she praised the older woman.

Laren smirked. “Never in my life did I think anyone would be proud to know me,” she laughed. “That’s almost a disturbing concept,” she teased. “I used to think Kit was crazy for wanting me in her life, considering how bad my reputation in Starfleet has been. But since I couldn’t convince her to go away and not risk wrecking her own image, I’ve just been trying to improve my own to lessen the negative impact on hers. I’m afraid that it’s a case of too little, too late, though,” she said pensively. 

“Not with this crew, it’s not,” Jenny encouraged her. “Kathryn, Kieran, they make redemption possible, even for a fuck up like Ben Mason. How much more so for someone with valuable skills and ideas, with solid contributions to offer? They are all about growing our careers. They work very hard at it. And they have given you huge responsibilities and Laren, that says so much about how much they believe in you—how much we all do. It’s never too late to change. You’re living proof every single day you put on your uniform. Sometimes, I look at you across the breakfast table, and I think about your pips, and how many milestones each one of them represents, how much you’ve been through to earn every one of them. It gives me chills, Ji’talia. You couldn’t have a more devoted cheering section than the Wildman clan, you know,” she said, grinning. 

“Thanks, Jen. I never realized I was under such scrutiny while I’m eating my toast,” she laughed. Her face sobered, and she relinquished a wall, consciously took it down to admit the next bit of her vulnerability. “But I’ve given it a lot of thought, and I realize now that maybe I wouldn’t have had to spend years stuck in that dolamide mine, breathing toxic dust and starving to death incrementally, if only I had let myself care enough about other people that they would have cared back. I think about Seven and Kieran and how many people were willing to do almost anything to find them—how much everyone loves them, and was devastated when they disappeared. And I think, maybe if I had made the sorts of ties they have to other people, someone might have cared that I was missing, maybe even tried to find me. But I never let anyone close enough to make that connection, and so I wasted away there. If Kit hadn’t had the foresight to do the sensor sweeps for a dolamide mine, I would have died. Seriously Jen, when Kieran found me, most of my organs were failing from toxicity. I wouldn’t have lasted another day. And no one would have ever missed me.”

Jenny shivered, more from the acknowledgement of loneliness than from the December cold. “If you got taken today, Laren, you know we would all tear up the Alpha Quadrant looking for you. Kit and Emily and I wouldn’t rest until we found you. I swear that,” she said fiercely. “And I’m glad you’re letting those connections matter to you, because they matter to me. To all of us. You have to know that, Laren. There’s not a woman among us—Kathryn, Naomi, Robin, Lenara, all of us—who doesn’t recognize how far you stuck your neck out to get Kieran and Seven home. And even though it was a contravention of orders, Kathryn is grateful every day of her life that you’re the firebrand you are. Cassidy Thompson worships the ground you walk on because you found her sister. You act as though it was nothing, and because you’re so nonchalant about it, people probably haven’t said much. But I heard the things they said about you, when Kieran and Seven first came home. It was all good, Ji’talia. All good.”

“So tell me something. What do your parents know about our situation? I’m nervous about meeting them.” Laren shifted topics when there was too much emotion.

Jenny bit her lip. “Yeah, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that. Daddy is very protective of me, and if he knew Kit had an affair with you, he’d be pretty hacked off at her. My parents are old fashioned people, and the group marriage was hard enough for them to deal with. You’d just be proof to him that it was a bad idea. So to protect Kit and avoid a huge incident, I told them you’re my lover, and that I’m hoping to make you part of the marriage eventually.”

Laren threw back her head and laughed. “You lied to them?” she howled. “Oh, Jenny, that’s so cute,” she hugged her. “So does that mean I get to hang around you the whole time we’re there? Have you sit in my lap and kiss you for show?” she chuckled.

“No!” Jenny giggled. “My parents are not big on demonstrativeness. Don’t do more than hold my hand, or Dad will have a fit, and he’ll hate you. God,” she laughed, “if he saw me sitting in your lap he’d shit himself,” she guffawed. “I would love it.” She sighed happily, and said, “Seriously. Don’t do anything like that.”

Laren waggled her eyebrows. “You wanted the door to open, jumja cake,” she said sarcastically. “And now you’re flinging it closed on my passion?” She feigned injury. “I think that’s what I’ll call you around your folks. My little jumja cake,” she laughed. 

“Dear God,” Jenny rested her head on Laren’s shoulder. “I’m going to be exiled from my own family, like Trill who are skay’unaf,” she giggled. 

Laren laughed at her. “I’ll keep up the ruse, sweetie. Now come on, cake. We’re supposed to go sledding. Try to keep your hands where others can see them, okay?”

Jenny slipped her arm through Laren’s. “You’re such a flirt, Ro Laren. You scolded me for flirting with you, once.”

“Ah, but that was before I knew you were writing poetry about me, jumja cake,” she teased. 

_________________

Jenny Wildman and Ro Laren got back to the house just as the sledding party was trooping down to Carson’s hill. Kit met them on the porch, grinning. “Get bundled up, you guys. This is gonna be a blast. Jen, do you remember how to get there?”

“Sure, Kyle, no sweat. Don’t miss the first wave—you know the new snow makes it the most fun,” she urged her.

“Thanks, Corey. You’re the best,” she enthused, kissing Jenny, then Laren. “Hurry up, you guys!” she called over her shoulder as she jogged down the road to catch up with Kathryn and Emily.

Jenny went to the mudroom to get their mittens and hats and scarves, while Laren warmed herself by the fire. Gerry Thompson and Gretchen Janeway were staying behind so if any of the children woke up, they wouldn’t be alone. Cameron Thompson and Seven of Nine had skipped out, as well, and were talking quietly together. 

“Laren,” Gerry said to the dark eyed, willowy Bajoran, “could I have a word with you? It won’t take a minute,” he added as Jenny came to give Laren her extra clothing. 

Laren’s stomach churned. He was going to give her a ration of crap about Kit, she was just sure of it. But then, she had to expect it. She had encroached on Kit’s marriage. “Yes, Sir,” she agreed. “Jenny, tell Kit I’m sorry, I’ll have to miss it.”

“No,” Gerry said gently, “I’ll show you where they are as soon as we’re done,” he offered. “You go on, Jenny. We’ll be along in a while,” he smiled at his granddaughter-in-law. He looked at Laren intently. “How about if we go in the kitchen? More private,” he decided. 

Laren appraised him coolly, a man in his late sixties, easily six feet tall, with soft brown hair greying at the temples, and Kieran’s eyes and mouth. He had Cassidy’s way of speaking, though, the same rhythm and diction. Laren wished she could have met Violet before she died, to see what characteristics the girls had taken from the mother’s side. 

Gerry pulled out a chair for her and sat her in it, taking the one beside her. “I talked to Kathryn Janeway about you,” he said softly, so his voice wouldn’t carry. “And to Cassidy and Cameron. I know this situation must be a little—awkward for you, considering how things are with Kit and the girls. If there’s anything that I can do to make you feel more at ease, please, tell me. Because I am so grateful that you didn’t blindly follow orders. That you loved my daughter and my granddaughter enough to do what your heart said, and not what the Starfleet regs say. I’ve lost Kieran so many times I can’t count them, Laren. And I love her so much, I just couldn’t stand the thought of never seeing her again, of never knowing what became of her. I know you got yourself in a mess of trouble over it, too, and you could’ve wound up in prison. It was courageous of you, and my family will never forget that you did that for us.”

“Mr. Thompson,” Laren began.

“Gerry,” he corrected her. “I’m not some admiral. I’m just Kieran and Cass’s dad.”

Laren smiled softly. “Gerry, then. You have to understand—I did it because I’m in love with Kit, and because Kieran saved my life. It wasn’t some self-sacrifice I made. It was just selfishly that I couldn’t stand to see Kit so hurt. She loves Kieran more than anyone in this life, and it would have driven her insane to lose her mother. I watched her agonizing over it, and I couldn’t refuse to help her. That’s all,” she explained humbly. “I’m no hero.”

Gerry smiled softly. “That’s not what my girls tell me. Or the captain. I heard you got a pretty nice medal, in fact, for your lack of heroism,” he chuckled. 

Laren blushed, but leaned closer, smiling. “It was really nice,” she allowed, laughing. “But don’t tell anyone I said so.” 

He laughed with her, patting her hand. “I can’t tell you how much you helped us all. Gretchen was just sick over Seven, and so were Harry and Phoebe. This is a tight-knit bunch, and losing any one of us would be a blow. Gretchen and I sleep a lot better knowing you’re on the bridge to keep an eye on tactical and security. And I sleep a lot better knowing Kit has you watching her back.”

Laren squeezed his hand. “Kieran and Cassidy watch Kit’s back, too, I promise. I love them all. I can’t say that about too many people, either. But they feel like family, to me.”

“I hope we all are someday,” he said sincerely. “I suppose that’s not likely, given Kit’s circumstances, but I can hope,” he added. “Well, I promised to walk you to Carson’s hill. Get yourself layered and wrapped, and let’s be at it,” he said warmly. 

The night outside had calmed, the wind merely whispering occasionally, and the snow fell intermittently. Gerry walked beside Ro Laren, scuffling through the drifted snow. “Good thing I walked you,” he said, “their footprints are already covered over. I can’t wait to show you Florida. Do you like tropical climates?” he asked.

“I love this planet, period. I’m looking forward to diving and seeing the preserve. And I’m pretty excited to see where Kieran and Cass grew up.” She heard loud voices echoing over the landscape, and knew where the group was just from the sounds. “You don’t have to go any further,” she offered. “I can find it from here.”

Gerry smiled. “I was thinking I might just take a quick run on the toboggan,” he said mischievously. “With my daughters. I haven’t sledded with them since they were kids.”

The group was already coated with a fine dusting of snow, having rolled around on the hill for half an hour. Laren laughed at the sparkling eyes and running noses, the laughter and the catcalls, the occasional snow ball thrown, the whooping as the sleds raced down the steep incline. Kathryn and Kieran were racing each other on individual sleds, practically breaking their necks to get down the hill first. Kathryn was headed for a tree, and had to bail out, so Kieran won. Laren shook her head at their competition, grinning. 

Kit approached her, then, smiling. “Come on, honey, ride the big toboggan down with us,” she encouraged. 

Robin grabbed her arm. “Yeah, Laren, no more stalling,” she insisted, dragging her over.

They crammed themselves on the sled—Kit, Laren, Robin, Lenara, Jenny, and Emily, and Gerry pushed them to get them started. 

“Daddy!” Kieran hollered as she climbed the hill. “Want to make a run?”

“That’s why I’m here, Starfish. You and Stingray grab that three-man, and let’s go,” he laughed. 

________________

Joely Winfield checked her appearance in the mirror of her quarters, satisfied that she looked presentable for Christmas dinner. Kate Pulaski had been Joely’s preceptor during her medical internship at Starfleet Academy, and they had stayed in contact ever since. And when Joely was liberated from the Cardassian prison camp, like all POW’s, she had to go back to Starfleet for treatment and counseling, and Kate had insisted that the younger woman live with her while she recovered from the ordeal.

Joely had faced the toughest decision of her career, then, because so many POW’s opted out of Starfleet, taking pensions and starting new lives. Kate would have continued to let Joely live with her, and the temptation was strong. Setting down roots was something she’d never contemplated, though, and ultimately, she went back to space. She and Kate saw each other rarely, but Joely figured that was the best thing, anyway. She knew she had to be a source of utter confusion for Kate, who had considered herself strictly heterosexual her entire life. Neither woman had any idea how in God’s name they ended up being lovers, and they had never discussed it. It simply happened, and kept happening, until Joely left to rejoin an active crew. 

Joely didn’t know if it was the thirty year age difference between them, or the gender issue, or both that kept Kate silent on the subject. Joely had mused to herself on more than one occasion that Kate hadn’t realized Joely was a woman at all, since the younger doctor was so frequently mistaken for a man. They had never stuck a label on their relationship, never said “I love you”, and never once admitted what was happening. It was as though two friends simply had sex from time to time, without any expectations or acknowledgment of the fact. And Joely still thought of Kate as heterosexual, and so did Kate. 

Until Kieran’s promotion ceremony. When Kate came aboard the Sato, she sought Joely out almost immediately, and for the duration of Kate’s stay, they interacted as though they were a couple. Joely discovered she liked that dynamic, except for the fact that Kate had never told a soul, not even Kieran or Amanda, that she had taken a female lover. Surely, if anyone could accept it, Kieran could, and yet Kate stayed mute. And Joely had no idea what that meant, or where she stood, and she was afraid to ask. Yet knowing Kate had retired from active duty opened the door for them to be together, if they wanted, without the obstacle of their careers getting in the way.

Joely studied her own rugged countenance in the reflection before her. Tell her, Jay. You know you want to. Ask her to come live with you. What’s the worst that could happen? She says no? And then what’s really changed? Nothing except the confusion and questioning ends, finally. And maybe—just maybe—she’s wishing you would ask. 

Joely nodded resolutely before she turned to head for the transporter room. She thought better of it and detoured to the arboretum, where she gathered an enormous bouquet of flowers—lisianthus, orchids, roses, and Bajoran fe’deth flowers, all pale pinks and oranges and lavenders mixed with the white of the lisianthus. Before she could lose her nerve, she jogged to the transporter room and beamed down to San Francisco. 

Kate Pulaski opened the door of her home, unable to suppress the grin that spread across her face. “Flowers,” she chuckled. 

Joely peeked over the blossoms, smiling sheepishly. “Cliché, huh?” she asked, sweeping past the older woman. 

Kate started to pop of with some wise assed remark, but she thought better of it. “No,” she decided, taking the bouquet from Joely’s large and powerful hands. “It’s actually quite—thoughtful,” she murmured, closing the door behind them. “I’ll just put them in water,” she added, sailing into her kitchen. 

Joely never ceased to be surprised by Kate’s house, which unlike the doctor herself was so cheerful. The kitchen was done up in splashes of yellow and china blue tile, with lush plants adorning the pot shelves and shiny, copper bottomed pans hanging neatly from a pull-down rack over the stove. Outside the kitchen window there was a window box, always brimming with colorful marigolds, petunias, black-eyed susans. It verified what Joely had always suspected about Kate. Beneath the crusty exterior, there was a soft-hearted woman who enjoyed simple elegance and beauty.

Joely followed her, suddenly self-conscious. The bouquet was the first time either woman had done anything even vaguely romantic or obvious. As soon as Kate had deposited the flowers in a vase, Joely gathered her into strong arms, much as she had gathered each slender stem of the bouquet. “Merry Christmas,” she said quietly, dipping her face to kiss Kate soundly. 

When they parted again, Kate was gazing up at her, a questioning expression on her face. “Dinner’s almost ready,” she advised, suddenly uncomfortable. “What’s that look for?” she asked, noting Joely’s pensive demeanor. 

Joely Winfield had an intimidating stature, to say the least, yet there was a gentleness about her that belied her strength. She, like Kate, could be gruff and abrupt, but everyone who knew her knew it was a defense mechanism. Underneath the muscle and cool exterior, Joely was kind and even sensitive. She hesitated, but Kate was not going to let the question go. She sighed. “Kate,” she said seriously, “what’s going on with us?” she asked. 

Kate feigned ignorance. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she replied, turning away as if to put dinner on the table. 

Joely stopped her, turning the older woman around. “Damn it, don’t play stupid,” she insisted. “You know what I mean. This,” she motioned back and forth between them. “What does this mean to you?”

Kate studied her lover, shaking her head. She was not going out on that limb alone. “You tell me, Doctor Winfield. Because I haven’t got a clue. This is your home court,” she decided. “I’m on totally foreign ground here.”

Joely took her hand and led her to the sofa. “What do you want it to be, Kate?”

Kate squeezed her hand, bewildered. “I don’t know, truthfully. I don’t let myself think about it. I don’t analyze it. It just—is.” She launched herself back off the couch and went to the bar. “I need a drink. What are you having?” she asked her guest. 

“Scotch, neat,” Joely replied. She watched the older woman working, wondering what went on in her head. The next thing she knew, she was standing behind the bar, not remembering how she got there, distracting Kate from the task of playing bartender. “Come live with me,” she said in a voice that was barely audible. “You have nothing holding you here, no reason not to come aboard the Sato. You know Kieran would bend over backward to accommodate you. And I—” she faltered, afraid of what she was about to put out on the table.

Kate was riveted to the spot. Joely looked more frightened than she had the first time she’d done surgery with Kate supervising her. “You what?” Kate asked persuasively, searching Joely’s eyes. 

Joely swallowed her fear and took a stabilizing breath. “I love you. I want to be with you,” she replied, her tone retreating, almost apologetic. 

The words hung in the air like fog, thick and replete with vulnerability. Kate Pulaski couldn’t remember the last time someone told her that. No, wait, yes I do. It was Kieran. Good God, what would she think of this? “I’m old enough to be your mother, Joely,” she said matter-of-factly. “Women my age learn to knit and bake cookies,” she laughed derisively. 

“Women your age,” Joely replied tartly, “do all the same things women my age do.”

“Oh? So the women your age create scandal? Because that’s what this would be, Jay. No matter what I feel for you, the truth is, I’m embarrassed,” she explained, touching the larger woman’s face. “What would everyone say?”

“I don’t know—maybe, hey, there goes Kate and Joely, isn’t that great that they found each other?” Joely sighed, kissing Kate’s forehead. “I’m not embarrassed, and I don’t understand why you would be, either,” she argued impatiently. “And you’ve never given two shits your whole life what people think of you,” she added forcefully. 

“And you think I’m too old to start?” Kate shot back, grinning facetiously. “I was a Lieutenant when you were still in diapers. What in God’s name do you want with a scrawny old bird like me when you could have some sweet young thing?”

Joely ignored the self-deprecating remark. “Is it the gay thing that has you embarrassed?” she demanded, feeling hurt at the mere suggestion. 

Kate snorted indignantly. “Hardly. It’s the age thing. Joely, can you imagine if we went walking the corridors of your ship, the looks we would get? Everyone would treat it like a big joke. Like they treated Amanda and Randy’s marriage. No one took it seriously except Amanda, and everyone felt sorry for her, especially when Randy left her,” she replied, getting up a head of steam.

“And do you think I could ever be like Randy Carlson? That bastard would do anything to advance his career, and poor Amanda got caught in the sights of his ambition,” Joely protested. “I don’t have an ulterior motive, here,” she asserted vehemently. “And no one could think for a second that I do—they wouldn’t be able to even vaguely concoct one,” she argued.

“No one would believe you love me, either. Hell, I don’t believe it,” Kate decided, trying to pull free of the doctor’s grasp. 

Joely’s eyes registered hurt. “Do you think I would have said it if I didn’t feel it?” she asked. “Kate, come on. Do you know how seldom I’ve used those words in my life?”

“As a matter of fact, too seldom,” Kate replied in a scolding tone. “But that doesn’t mean I’m the appropriate recipient, Jay,” she said, softening her voice. “There must be a hundred women on your ship who would jump at the chance to settle in with you,” she added consolingly, the sharpness of her blue eyes not entirely concealing the twinge of jealousy that came at the thought. 

Joely slid her arms around the smaller woman’s shoulders. “I don’t want someone else,” she said sadly, knowing she was losing this argument. She slumped against the bar counter, face a mask of pain and anguish. “I always told myself that if it weren’t for our careers, we’d be together. I always believed that.”

“And I’ve been content to let it be whatever it wanted to be,” Kate replied. “I never felt the need to change things, or push for more. Why do you have to start now?” she asked plantively, hardly able to bear the distress in Joely’s countenance. 

Joely’s heart ached. How could she make her understand? “It’s the context I am coming from,” she replied. “In my world, relationships don’t just exist in limbo, they progress or they die, but they do it with definitive flair,” she tried for some levity. “Lesbians need labels, because in so many ways, we are still disenfranchised from the larger society we live in. Oh, people don’t point and stare, or judge so much, but there’s still that feeling that we’re different, somehow. Labels are part and parcel of fitting in, of being accepted into the broader framework.” She watched Kate’s face, gauging her reaction. “Why do you think so many of the lesbians you know have charged head first into marriage? Every lesbian knows that those legal and spiritual ties are critical for social validity,” she laid out the details. 

“Well, then, that’s why I don’t get it,” Kate returned. “I’m not a lesbian. I just happened to get involved with a woman. And I could just as easily get involved with a man tomorrow,” she added, sounding more defiant than she intended. 

Joely started as if she’d been hit with a phaser blast. That had never even crossed her mind. “You—could?” she asked, dangerously close to losing her composure entirely. She could not recall the last time she had cried, but the impulse was threatening. 

“I’ve been married one or two times,” Kate said sarcastically. She was stunned to realize Joely had tears in her eyes. Kate had seen her through several years of reliving her POW captivity in therapy, the post-traumatic stress disorder that Joely had gone through, and yet in all of the turmoil, never once had Joely Winfield shed a tear. 

Kate had prided herself on her own stoicism, but the sight of Joely actually crying melted some of the glacial ice encasing her heart. “I am not going to marry some man, Jay,” she amended, cupping the Commander’s cheek. “But I’m not sure how I feel about making this relationship public, either.”

Joely’s eyes hardened. “Yeah, you’ve gone to pretty extreme lengths to hide it. I’d hate for all that secrecy to go to waste,” she snapped, turning away. 

Kate let the cutting words register, and accepted the truth of them. Only she hadn’t known Joely had been bitter about the way Kate had excluded her from her public life. That’s not true, Kate, you knew, a little voice echoed in her head. That weekend of Kieran’s pool party, back before Kit was even a Cadet, Joely wanted to go to that party with you. And you refused. She was about to join the Sato, to leave for good, and you denied her that one little bit of acknowledgement. Because you were angry she was leaving. And you never told her not to go, never once discouraged her, or told her what you wanted. You just pretended it didn’t matter, and you shut her out, like you always have. 

Kate let the parade of memories filter through her head, remembering every time Joely had tried to make herself part of Kate’s social life, and all the times Kate had slighted her. She was good enough to sleep with, but not good enough to commit to. At least, that was probably the message Joely had heard all those years. Is that what it was about?

Joely had gone back to the sofa, thrown herself down on it, and sat there with her chin in her hand, looking miserable. 

“I don’t know why I needed that secrecy,” Kate offered. “I always felt like my privacy was most important to me. I’m sorry I’ve hurt you by excluding you,” she said sincerely, joining the younger woman on the couch. “Please forgive me for that,” she requested. 

Joely gave her an inscrutable look. “I always thought you were ashamed of us—of me. Or that you weren’t willing to admit what this is,” she indicated their relationship. “But the fact is, Kate, it’s neither of those things. You don’t want anyone to know you have a heart, plain and simple. Kieran, Amanda, Kathryn—you want to maintain this unfeeling, unreachable façade with them. Have you ever told a single one of them that you love them?”

Kate’s heart clutched in her chest. “Probably not,” she admitted. “But they know I do. Just the same as you know I do you,” she defended herself. 

“Most likely they don’t know, then,” Joely retorted. “Most people aren’t arrogant or secure enough to presume what they’ve never been told outright. And that’s a damned shame, because they have been steadfast and loyal friends to you. You could have told any one of them at any time about us, and they would have supported you and welcomed me. But you kept me separate from them, and you held yourself at arm’s length. I’m asking you to stop it,” she pleaded. “Come and live with me, and make that connection with Kieran and Kathryn, with their families. Stop holding yourself at a distance. They all love you, but you won’t really let them. Especially Naomi and Kit,” she contended. “You could have such close ties to both of them, but it’s like—like you hit your capacity for emotion after you let Kieran and Kathryn and Amanda get inside your perimeter shielding,” she said analytically. 

Kate smirked. “Look who’s talking about defenses,” she accused. Joely’s expression went blank. “Don’t give me that innocent look, Joely Winfield. Kieran told me she’s been trying to reach you for months, to get you to open up to her, and you stoutly refuse. How many times has she invited you to go for a drink?” she asked in a needling tone.

Joely scowled. “I don’t know. Once or twice.” 

Kate threw back her head and laughed. “She told me she’s asked twelve times. Twelve, Commander.” Kate scrutinized her closely. “Maybe if you’d made the connections yourself, I’d have been more comfortable with us. It would be a lot easier to tell Kieran about you and I if I knew she had a friendship with both of us, and not just me. So don’t pride yourself on your stellar social skills, because you are just as taciturn as I am.”

Joely let the truth of the accusation sink in. “Okay. You’re right. I do push people away. But I don’t do that with you. And I’m asking you to help me stop doing it with everyone else, and let me help you, too,” she reasoned. “Don’t you miss this? Being together? When I lived here, we never argued, we always laughed and even when I was torn up in my therapy, we were good together. I miss us, when we’re apart, and it’s needless,” she pleaded. 

Kate threw back her Wild Turkey, considering. “I’ll think about it, okay? But Jay, you know if I come aboard the ship I will have to go back to active duty. I won’t be able to sit around our quarters all day with nothing to do while you’re off running the medical center. And that means we’d be working together.”

Joely thought about it. “You could do part-time work, and you could specialize—pediatrics, or OB-GYN, or Xenomed—whatever suits you. I am busy doing the administrative things and being senior staff, and we wouldn’t get sick of each other. I promise. Shit, Kate, for that matter you could sign on as Kieran’s personal physician. With her health issues, Starfleet would never second guess it. And think of all the people you’d get to see every day. You used to talk about Kit and Emily and Robin all the time,” Joely reminded her. “Now you’re lucky to see them once every couple of years. Bounce it off them, see if they don’t adore the idea,” she challenged her. 

Kate let the concept solidify in her mind. She was bored, she had to admit, and puttering around her house had lost its appeal entirely. Most of her friends were busy with their careers, and her days were fairly empty. Besides, Amanda was her only truly close friend, and barely had time for a weekly card game. “Can we table this discussion and have dinner?” she asked, hoping Joely would give her space and time to think it over. “I’m not saying no,” she added, touching Joely’s cheek. 

“Okay,” Joely acquiesced, leaning in to kiss the older woman softly. “But don’t think I’m going to forget, either,” she warned. 

Kate kissed her back, preoccupied with the prospect of all that Joely offered. “Jay,” she said quietly, taking the woman’s reprimand to heart, “I do love you. Please believe that,” she asserted, kissing her warmly. Dinner was forgotten again, and the women didn’t remember it until much, much later. 

________________

The Janeways, Thompsons, and Wildwomen journeyed to Florida on Thursday, while Jenny took her wives and Ro Laren to Michigan to visit her family. Kathryn had yet to receive the grand tour of the Everglades and the manatee preserve, and she was almost as excited as Geejay and Katie. Cassidy and Cameron showed them the area, explaining all the technical information that Kathryn asked about, and then took them all swimming in the preserve. Seven accompanied them with the manatees, as did Kieran, who wanted an extra set of eyes watching the younger girls. 

Geejay thought that Babar the manatee was the most hilarious thing she had ever seen, and they became fast friends. Babar took her down to the bottom of the murky waters, letting her hold his flippers and spinning around underwater. Geejay was so delighted she almost forgot to use her rebreather, but Kathryn and Kieran stuck close to her. Cassidy and Cameron introduced Katie to Bessie, Babar’s female companion, and easily three hundred pounds larger than the boy. 

Kathryn understood immediately why Seven and Naomi had been so enchanted when Kieran had taken them to the Thompson’s, and she was happy to finally be part of that experience. Kieran even took Hannah in the water, and let her touch the manatees. Hannah was not quite two, but already a big fan of water, and a bigger fan of the corpulent grey beasts that lived there. She giggled and splashed at Bessie, who stuck her whiskered face right up against Hannah’s leg, making her squeal with delight. Kieran just laughed at them, smiling at Kathryn. 

“Kat,” Kieran said warmly, “your turn to do the dance of the mermaid,” she announced. “Cam, can you take her?” she lifted Hannah up to Cameron, who wrapped Hannah in a towel. “Okay, Captain, rebreather in, and meet Bessie on the bottom,” she instructed, giving Bessie a hand signal to dive.

Kathryn flipped gracefully and swam into the murky bottom of the preserve, where Bessie was waiting. Bessie let the slender woman hold onto her flippers, using her tail fluke to spin them in the depths of the cold ocean water. Kathryn was fascinated by the size and gentleness of the creature, by her apparent comprehension of what she was expected to do. Kieran joined them, watching her two friends interact, and as Kathryn let go, Bessie nuzzled Kieran’s mask, as if to kiss her face. Kathryn laughed, almost sucking in water, but then the moment made her sober. Kieran could communicate with anything, it seemed, and forge relationships with anyone, from unreachable types like Ro Laren and Noah Lessing to Klingons like B'Elanna, to abused kids, to a Borg drone who barely had social skills when they had met. Even a marginally sentient animal could sense Kieran’s intentions, and knew they were good. Kathryn watched her former first officer hugging the manatee, rolling languidly in the depths of the green ocean, and knew Kieran felt love for that creature, as surely as she loved her own children, her wives, her friends. Kieran made a hand signal, and Bessie left her, swimming beneath Kathryn’s legs and coming up under her, lifting her up to the surface. Kieran grinned around her rebreather at the look of astonishment on Kathryn’s face. 

“That was a neat trick, Kato,” Kathryn said as the bobbed on the surface.

Kieran nodded. “Cass and I taught her to do that right before Sato shipped out. I’m surprised she remembers after so long. She’s very smart. Heck, a lot smarter than me,” she chuckled. “I think this crew needs some lunch, and then a trip to the beach. Sound okay with you, Captain?”

Kathryn nodded. “Sounds like a plan. Thanks for the up close and personal. It’s nice to know what it was that had Seven and Naomi so excited, all those years ago.”

“Geejay,” Kieran called to the younger Janeway. “Come on sweetie. We’re going to the beach. Katie, you and Geejay say goodbye to Babar, honey.”

“Ah, Mom, do we have to?” Katie complained.

“Yes, you do. Babar is a big old boy, and he needs his rest. And you need food, Katie-bear. You’re as bad about eating as I am,” she scolded. 

Kathryn helped Geejay and Katie up the ladder to the dock, where Cassidy and Cameron waited with towels for everyone. “Kato,” Kathryn said softly, “I don’t remember your house being all that big. Where’s everyone going to sleep?” she asked.

Kieran smiled. “Naomi and I decided to splurge. We’re putting you and Seven up in the best resort on Marco, and Cassidy and Cameron, and Harry and Phoebe, too. Very romantic. It’s our Christmas gift to you. And your kids are staying here with us, at the house, so you don’t have to be bothered with them. The Wildwomen volunteered for babysitting duty, so you three couples can dine and dance tonight and tomorrow. If Daddy and your mom get to feeling overrun with kids, we’ll get them a room, too,” she replied. “And we’ll keep the girls entertained, and Edward. There’s a day camp for the older kids tomorrow, where they take them to the Everglades and they get to touch the snakes and plants, and ride in the air boats, and there’s a glass bottomed boat tour, and an alligator encounter. We figured Geejay and Katie and Edward will love that. Naomi and I are chaperoning that. And Lenara and Robin will have Erin, and Chance and Cami and Hannah. That’s tomorrow. Then your second day of marital bliss, Saturday, we’re taking them all up to Orlando to the theme parks—Disney and Sea World, and we’re spending the night up there. Kit and her harem are joining you guys at the resort Saturday, and then Sunday, you’re back to having three unruly kids, Kat. Enjoy your freedom,” she laughed. “Sunday we’re going diving, and Monday we’re doing the beach as a family.”

Kathryn finished drying her hair, and slipped her hand into Kieran’s. “That was very nice of you to think of giving us time alone.”

Kieran squeezed her hand, smiling down at her. “Yeah, well, now that I’ve stolen your ship, I’m going to be too busy to do much babysitting. So this is the perfect opportunity. And you two have been great, taking Katie this holiday. She just didn’t want to go to Noah’s folks’, and I wanted some time with her.”

“She’s the best distraction for Geejay going,” Kathryn put in. “Have you told Seven?”

“Nope. You get to do that. After lunch, we’re going to drop all of you at the resort, and the kids at the day camp with Naomi and I. What did you think of the manatees?”

Kathryn smiled. “I think this place is as magical as Naomi and Seven told me it was.”

Kieran hugged her as they walked back to the house. “I’m glad you finally got to find out first hand. Something smells great,” she commented.

“Mom made hoppin’ jack,” Kathryn replied, sniffing the familiar scent on the air. “My favorite recipe.”  

_________________

Jenny Wildman sat in front of the fireplace of her childhood home, disconcerted by the looks her father kept giving her and Ro Laren. Dinner had been awkward, to say the least, no matter how hard Kit and Emily tried to put a happy face on things. Jenny wondered if it would have been easier if she had simply told the Calverts the truth, that Kit and Laren were lovers. 

Mr. Calvert finally asked Kit and Emily into the kitchen to speak with them. The poor man was clearly bewildered. “Kit,” he began, ruffling his fingers through his hair distractedly, “this—situation with Corey,” he stammered. “You and Emily are all right with this?”

Kit nodded eagerly. “Yes, Sir, Corey is happy, and so are we. We’re all on the same page with it. Please don’t concern yourself,” she assured him.

“Mr. Calvert,” Emily put in, “Laren is really a wonderful woman, and we’re pleased to have her in our lives,” she added.

“Could you—call me something besides Mr. Calvert?” He seemed so off balance, Kit nearly laughed at him. “I—call me Roger, or Dad, or—Corey isn’t thinking of marrying Laren, too, is she?” he asked, trying to get his head around the concept. 

“Not at the moment,” Kit replied. “Dad,” she tested the waters, “really, don’t fret. We love Jenny. And we aren’t upset by any of this. Please, give Laren a chance. She’s a little hard to get to know, but she loves Jenny,” Kit fibbed. 

He shook his head. “I thought I knew my daughter,” he murmured. “When she brought you home the first time,” he inclined his head toward Kit, “I could tell she was in love with you. It showed. I don’t see that when she looks at Laren. Not at all. I’m not sure what I do see, but it’s not the same as it was with you. And then when Emily came into your relationship, Corey was, again, so obviously in love. I can’t put my finger on it with her and Laren, but something is wrong.”

Kit swallowed her nervousness, wondering how far to push the lie. “It’s—new for them. And the details are unimportant, but I imagine Corey is pretty tentative about letting you see her feelings. She was very worried about how you and your wife would react. She loves you both so much, and she knows just acclimating yourselves to our marriage has been a stretch,” she explained. 

He nodded. “Maybe that’s it,” he agreed, wanting to believe Kit and not his eyes. “I just hate the idea of her doing anything to hurt the two of you,” he said absently. “You’re really okay with her?”

Emily nodded and slipped her hand in his, a gesture that totally disarmed him. Emily wondered if he had ever hugged his children. “Everything is fine. Don’t worry.”

When Kit and Emily went back into the living room, she knelt down and kissed Jenny’s cheek, and whispered “You’re not being very convincing. Your dad thinks there’s something wrong.” 

Jenny nodded, and relayed the information to Laren. Laren smiled wickedly and draped her arm across Jenny’s shoulders, squeezing her. Jenny leaned into her, pretending as well as she could that she and Ro Laren were passionately in love. Laren became instantly solicitous, offering to get Jenny hot tea, asking if she was warm enough, retrieving an afghan from the couch and tucking it around Jenny’s legs. She made a point of calling Jenny Averone, and noted that Jenny’s father leaned over and asked Kit for a translation. Laren nearly laughed when the man blushed. 

Later, when the dishes were recycled and everyone was hankering for second helpings of pie, Laren and Jenny offered to fetch some for anyone who asked. Jenny and Laren spooned out slices and trooped back and forth until everyone was fed, and then went to get their own dessert. Jenny smiled at the Bajoran, and could see her father looking in at them from where he sat in the living room. 

“Go with me on this,” Jenny requested, leaning down to kiss Laren. 

Laren quirked an eyebrow, then shrugged and planted a lingering kiss on her ersatz lover. Laren gave the younger woman a knowing, devious grin as Jenny broke their kiss, clearly staggered by the physical reaction it created. “Breathe, jumja cake,” Laren teased her, retrieving her pie and scooting back into the living room, chuckling all the way.

Jenny only stood there, mouth hanging open and pulse thundering, watching Laren’s behind as she sauntered away. 

____________

The sloop scudded through the waters off the Florida Keys, and the entire Wildman clan, the Thompsons, plus Kathryn and Seven and Ro Laren were aboard. Kieran piloted the boat while Gerry Thompson and Cassidy Thompson gave Ro Laren a crash course in diving and safety. After the lecture, Kit showed Laren some photos on PADD of the types of corals and fish they would see. 

“This is elkhorn coral, and this is stag coral. This one we never touch—it’s called fire coral, and it has it’s name for a reason,” she paged through. “In fact, just don’t touch the reef at all, and you’ll be good.”

“What’s this?” Laren pointed to a colorful fish. 

“Queen trigger,” Kit replied. “I have text messaging on my dive computer, so while we’re down, I’ll type in the ID’s of the different things we’re seeing. Mom did that for me the first few times we went diving, and I learned a lot that way. Mostly, it’s just peaceful and pretty, like in the holodeck program you did. Only, there are no safety protocols, so if you get in trouble, signal someone. Okay, Ja’clu?”

Laren smiled. “Your pronunciation is perfect now,” she complimented her lover. Kit had called her the equivalent of a soulmate, in Bajoran. “I promise, if I get in a jam, I’ll make all sorts of crazy hand signals,” she agreed. 

“Grandpa Gerry,” Katie said, climbing into his lap, “are you sure Geejay and I are big enough to do this?”

Gerry kissed her cheek. “Your mom and your aunt Cassidy started when they were much younger than you, kiddo. I promise. And your mom and I will be with you. I’m going to watch Geejay, and your mom will watch you.”

“And I’ll watch all of you,” Cassidy promised her niece. “No problem.”

Cameron smiled at her wife, taking Cassidy’s hand. “Remember when we taught Marina?” she asked. 

“Yeah,” Cassidy nodded, “and Chance isn’t too far off. I figure by three, she’ll be swimming, if I have my way,” she promised her wife. 

Cameron had come to life in ways neither woman had anticipated since having a child, and Cassidy knew from the second Chance arrived, it had been the best decision they could have made. She watched Cameron’s face, the way the light played upon her cheeks, the stray silver in her dark, short hair, the paleness of her skin. They needed to get into the sun more, shake off the pallor of space. But even without a trace of a tan, Cameron Wheeler Thompson was a gorgeous woman. 

“You usually do have your way,” Cameron teased, leaning over to kiss the younger Thompson. 

“Sundance,” Kieran called to her sister, “get ready to drop anchor,” she instructed. 

“Got it, Kelsey,” she called back, jumping up to the bow and waiting for the boat to slow. “Dropped, Kelsey,” she shouted. 

Kieran calculated the swing and dropped a second anchor. “How’s the first rode, Cass?”

“Looks good, Kieran. How’s the second?”

“It’s firming up,” she advised. “We’re good. Dad, can you double check me? I don’t want to be wrong and have the boat drift.”

Gerry double checked the anchors and nodded. “Nice. You’re good to captain a starship, I reckon, Starfish.” He grinned facetiously at his daughter. “Okay—group one, you’re up,” Gerry advised. “Kit, Ems, Jenny, Laren. Hit the water.”

“Are we next?” Katie asked Kieran, looking frightened.

“Yep. We are. Sweetie, are you scared?” Kieran picked her up. “You don’t have to do this, you know, if you don’t want to.”

“You’ll stay really close, right?” She looked up with wide brown eyes, swallowing hard as the first group hit the water. 

“Like glue,” Kieran agreed. “And you can hold my hand. Our weights will do the work to take us down. You’ve gone swimming with me a zillion times, Katie-bear. Have you ever even gotten water up your nose?” Kieran smiled at her. 

“No, Marmar. You always watch me. ‘Cuz you love me clear around the world,”

“And back again,” Kieran promised. She stepped up on the edge of the sloop, holding Katie’s hand. “Are you ready? Got your rebreather? Okay. Remember how I showed you to jump off. One, two, three!”

Laren and Kit looked above them as the second group hit the water, and began its descent. Laren noted that Katie and Geejay were doing at least as well as she was, but Kit smiled around her rebreather and gave Laren the ok. Since Kit had bought Laren and her wives a dive trip for Christmas, and they were going next week, Laren knew she had to pick up the skills quickly. She wished she had paid more attention to the program Jenny and Emily shared with her. 

She soon forgot her anxiety, surrounded by the clear, tropical waters. Lenara and Robin were to her left, inspecting a soft coral, the waving pink tendrils translucent in the surge of the ocean. Kit had assured her the surge was minimal at the depths they were diving and on a relatively calm day. Kit took her hand, pointing to a leafy outcropping. She typed ‘seafan coral’ on her dive computer. Laren watched the giant coral undulating, and it reminded her of lettuce. Kit pointed to a hard coral, and typed ‘fire coral—no touch’. Laren nodded at her. 

A bright yellow and black fish skittered by in front of their masks, and Laren jerked back. Kit almost laughed. ‘Rock beauty’ she typed. A huge school of grouper went by, and Kit pointed to them. Laren watched their scales catching the light, and that was all it took. She was hooked. Kit recognized the look—she had seen it in Emily’s eyes, and Jenny’s eyes when she taught them to dive. As the grouper flashed away, Kit typed ‘lunch’, and grinned at Laren. They had eaten fried grouper sandwiches on the boat, fare they picked up at a marina restaurant.

The group stayed down for the better part of two hours, and the children were very disappointed when it was over. Kit wasn’t sure who was more reluctant to leave, Katie, or Laren. Once they were back aboard the Violet, which was the name of Gerry’s boat, everyone talked animatedly about what they had seen. 

Kit wrapped Laren in her arms, facing forward on the sailboat, hugging her close. “What did you think?” she asked softly, pressing her lips to Laren’s soft, raven hair. 

“I think we’re going to spend every vacation diving,” she enthused. “No wonder you fed sharks on your honeymoon. I thought that was pretty unromantic, when Ems and Jenny told me about it, but now I see it is one of the more romantic things in this life,” she allowed. “The oceans are phenomenal, here.”

Lenara had slipped up beside them, and sat down on the bench where they were perched. “You should see Trill’s, Laren. Purple amethyst, clear, warm—stunning. Robbie and Naomi loved the diving there so much, Naomi bought a beach house for us to vacation at. Her father’s life insurance money went into it. We should take you there the next time the ship is near Trill.”

Laren regarded her fondly. “Thank you—for the way you make me feel like I belong in this crowd, for including me,” she said quietly.

Lenara laughed, then, the most melodious sound Laren had ever heard, short of actual music. “Trill are all about inclusion,” she reminded her. Lenara touched Kit’s face. “And my daughter—my ananarat—is very much in love with you. It shows in every look, in every touch. I have never seen you like this, cha’on,” she told the younger woman. “But it makes my heart happy,” she said tenderly, kissing Kit’s cheek. 

Kit wrapped the Trill in one arm, hugging her. “I love you, Mom,” she said sincerely. “And my heart is just as happy.” 

Laren reached for Lenara’s hand. “Kit eret shar be’prala’mir, shar baza’mir;  ni’draga’de paza, fol eret,” she assured Kit’s adoptive mother. 

Lenara’s green-blue-gray eyes warmed, and she closed her eyes. “You speak my language, and so beautifully, Laren. How?” she asked in her native tongue. 

“Wait—translate for me Nara, what did she say to you?” Kit asked eagerly. 

“Laren said—‘Kit is my sacred home, my serene place. I don’t know how, but she is.’ It loses a lot in translation, though, honey. Trill is a very context sensitive language, and it has varying shades of meaning. Non-native speakers almost never understand the construction or the nuances, but Laren’s use of the word sacred in relation to the word home tells me she understands perfectly. Only a Trill would contract those words into one.”

Laren answered Lenara’s question in Trill, telling her she had studied it at Starfleet Academy. Lenara asked her then, if she was so familiar with Trill culture, how she was adapting to the inclusive relationship Kit was in with her and with Kit’s two wives. Laren said the concepts were still pretty alien to her, but she was making an effort, at least. 

Lenara squeezed Laren’s hand, a gesture of gratitude for the dialogue. “Laren,” she said softly in Trill, so Kit couldn’t understand and feel embarrassed, “nothing would make me happier than if the four of you undertook the Be’Prem.”

Laren’s eyes widened. “That’s not—Lenara, I’m not thinking along those lines,” she replied, stunned. 

Lenara nodded, her eyes gleaming. “Not yet,” she said lightly. 

_____________

Amanda Brand greeted her guests with hugs and hand shakes and effusiveness. It had been too long since the Wildwomen were in San Francisco, and she was gratified they had all come to visit. She was shocked to see Kit with Ro Laren, for although Laren had been a model student at the Academy, she had been a dismal failure in the fleet, and her reputation was well known. That Kieran had taken her on as a salvage project didn’t surprise Amanda, but that Kit was obviously lovers with her did. 

She led the group through campus, under the guise of showing them a new annex to the sports complex. Kathryn grinned conspiratorially at Amanda, knowing this was the crowning moment of the practical jokes. Kit winked at Kathryn as they meandered toward the sports arena. 

“Laren’s never seen Mom’s statue,” Kit told the group. “She made me promise we would,” she set the bait in the trap. 

Kieran scowled. “Laren, it looks just like the one on Sato, only bigger. Skip it,” she recommended. 

Laren smiled at her commanding officer. “KT, I figure anything you hate so much must be worth a look,” she teased. 

By the time the statue was in view, it was clear that it had been decorated, just as they had decorated the one on the Sato.

Kieran’s jaw dropped. “Good Christ, tell me I am NOT dressed as a Borg,” she demanded. 

The women burst out laughing. Sure enough, there was Kieran, Borg implants gleaming, appendages wrapped in metal and hoses and tubing. The basketball was a miniature Borg sphere, and there was a sign that said “Assimilated by Seven of Nine”. 

Kathryn slapped Kieran’s back, laughing 'til she was red in the face. “Those are some hefty implants you’ve got there, KT,” she smarted. 

“How did you get my face white?” she asked, pacing around the marble base. “Seven, did you stick your tubules in this hunk of metal?”

Amanda put an arm around Kieran. “We thought we’d finalize the series of pranks with a rousing send-off, Kieran. And now the truth of the matter. This entire running joke was conceived of, planned, executed by, and the handiwork of your daughter, Kit. She gave me the idea to buy the miniature statue. She went to Kathryn with the idea of dressing it up. And this giant Borg costume, while the initial idea of Seven, was originally going to be carried out on your miniature. Kit suggested we do the real thing.”

Kieran was stunned. “You? You did this? You, who claim to love me more than oxygen?”

Kit laughed uproariously at her mother’s disbelief. “Guilty,” she acceded. “And it has been more fun than anything else, ever,” she twisted the thorn. 

“Robbie,” Kieran said to her wife, “in your legal studies, did you ever read that it’s possible to un-adopt someone?”

Robin laughed. “No. You’re stuck with her. Too late to throw her back now, KT.”

Kieran slipped her arm around Kit’s shoulders, admiring the statue. “Kittner, you will live to regret this, I guarantee you,” she laughed. “But I will admit, it’s damn good work. I make a pretty decent looking Borg. Hey, Seven, if you had met me in Unimatrix Zero, would you have still wanted Axum?”

Seven sidled up beside the commander. “I’d have dumped him in a nanosecond for you,” she promised. “You have a very nice pair of pectoral plates,” she giggled. 

Kathryn scowled playfully at her wife. “I was pretty hot as a Borg, you know,” she bragged. 

Seven laughed. “Ah, but Kieran is just so—tall, dark and irresistible,” she teased her wife. 

“If you say ‘Resistance is futile’, I will phaser you dead,” Kathryn warned Kieran. 

___________

The Wildman girls and Ro Laren were collapsed in utter exhaustion on one of the King sized beds in their hotel room, staring at the ceiling. 

“I hurt all over,” Laren complained. “I am too old to keep up with you three,” she added, groaning. 

“Who said we kept up?” Emily replied. “I hurt everywhere, too,” she admitted. 

“I am too tired to even ring for room service,” Jenny griped. “Kit, this was your idea. You get up and order us some dinner. And then you spoon feed every one of us.”

“The dive vacation was my idea. It was your bright idea to go parasailing,” Kit pointed out, rubbing the bruise on her thigh. “That boat driver was the worst ever,” she groused. 

The chime to their door rang, and Kit forced herself off the bed to answer it. 

“Courtesy of the parasailing service,” the young man said, “free massages. The manager feels terrible about what happened,” he added. 

Kit smirked. “Translation, we could sue you if we wanted to. But we won’t. Come on in,” she waved the four masseuses inside. 

They set up tables and got all four women draped for full body work. The four men rubbed the lactic acid from their muscles and the stiffness from their joints. The room was filled with groans and whimpers as tensions dissolved and aches abated. 

“It sounds like an orgy in here,” Emily noted, almost drooling with relief. 

The masseuses cracked up. “It does,” the lead masseuse said. “Ladies, we highly recommend you make a complimentary visit to the spa. The hot tub will complete this therapeutic intervention,” he promised. 

Kit pushed up from the massage table she was lying on. “Okay. I say we hit the hot tub and order dinner there. Anyone want to argue?” she asked. 

Clad in thick white robes provided by the hotel, the four women trooped down to the spa and shed their robes, sliding into the private hot tub. Kit let out a heavy sigh. “I may live to dive another day, now,” she decided. “You know, the mineral salts in this water are really helping,” she said softly.

Laren looked at her. “You’re right. I feel one hundred percent better.”

Emily smirked. “It’s regenerative gel, not water,” she flipped the thick substance at Laren. 

“Ewwwww,” Laren said, “she’s right.”

Jenny giggled. “Feels like snot. But I don’t give a crap. I feel better.”

Kit nodded. “Me too. Now I’m hungry,” she rubbed her hands together. “I feel like a big steak.”

Laren squeezed her arm. “No you don’t. You feel like a big goofus,” she teased, using one of Kit’s favorite insults. 

Kit slid from the bench and between Laren’s legs, giving her a feral grin. “Get wise with me, eh?” she taunted, pulling Laren’s legs around her torso. 

Laren pushed her away. “You’d get friendly with me in public?” she demanded. “And sully my honor?”

Jenny howled with laughter. “You can’t sully what you don’t have, honey,” she teased Ro. 

Ro gave her a dirty look and stuck her tongue out.

“Promise?” Jenny shot back. 

Laren blushed six shades of red, and the three Wildwomen laughed at her. “Oh, sure, gang up on me,” she splashed gel at them all. “Let’s get cleaned off and eat some dinner. I’m starving.”

Back I their room, room service brought them a feast, and they lounged in their robes, stuffing themselves contentedly. 

“Does this remind you guys of anything?” Kit asked her wives.

“Yes,” Jenny said, chewing her shrimp cocktail. “Our honeymoon. After the shark encounter.”

“Why, were you guys too tired to consummate the marriage?” Laren asked, smiling.

Jenny waggled her eyebrows at Laren. “Hardly. It just took us a three course meal to get a second wind, is all,” she laughed.

“Oh, right, silly me,” Laren giggled. “I forgot, you married Kit. Abstinence is unthinkable.”

“Hey, Bajoran babe,” Emily said snottily. “We haven’t touched her since you moved in. There’s been a whole lotta abstaining going on,” she laughed, throwing a fried scallop at Laren.

Laren deftly caught it in her mouth. “Yum. Those are great,” she commented. “See, it’s a method. I make smart ass remarks, you throw food at me, I get a sampler platter for free,” she chuckled. 

Emily brought her food tray over and sat beside Laren. “Help yourself. You don’t have to piss me off for me to share,” she teased. 

Laren took two scallops and munched them. “Try this, it’s amazing,” she held out her plate.

“What did you get?” Emily asked.

“Crab cakes. I had them with the captain one day and loved them,” she replied.

“Can I use your fork?” she asked.

“Use your fingers, it’s fine,” Laren replied.

“No, that’s rude,” Emily argued, and started to argue more when Laren stuffed a bite in her mouth with her fingers. Emily was instantly appeased. “Those are phenomenal. I’ve never had better.”

Laren giggled, stuffing more in Emily’s mouth. “That’ll keep you quiet for a couple of minutes, anyway.” She laughed at Emily’s astonished look as she struggled with a full mouth.

Kit looked at Jenny, winking at her. Jenny grinned. Laren was actually flirting. 

Emily had had enough, and stuffed three big scallops in Laren’s mouth, shoving her down on the bed. They started to wrestle and squeal, laughing hysterically. When Laren had stopped laughing and eaten the juicy morsels, she shook her head. “Why do I end up acting like I’m twelve when I’m with you?” she marveled at herself. “It must be Kieran rubbing off on me.”

“Uh, no,” Emily replied wickedly. “It’s Kieran’s daughter who’s been rubbing off on you.”

Laren grinned. “Unimatrix sixty-nine,” she reminded them, and they all howled laughing. “Kit, that was the funniest thing you’ve ever said,” she complimented her lover. 

“Um, guys?” Kit giggled at them. “I hate to tell you but when you were wrestling you got tarter sauce all over the bed. And all over you. You should go shower, and let Jenny and I recycle that mess.”

Laren looked at herself in mock horror. “Holy Prophets, I’m a fish stick,” she laughed. “Emily, you pain in my ass,” she accused, lunging for her.

Emily squealed, dodging, but Laren was too fast. She had Emily down on the mattress, wrists pinned, and smeared tarter sauce on her face. “You must be punished,” she laughed evilly.

“Help!” she shouted. “Kit! Jenny!” she laughed. “You bitches! Help me!” she demanded, laughing as Laren wiped slimy tarter sauce on her nose. 

“They don’t care,” Laren told her darkly. ‘You’re at my mercy, Wildman!”

Kit and Jenny cheered Laren on, watching as she slathered Emily with the tangy condiment. 

“I give!” Emily pleaded for mercy. “Laren, I give, stop,” she giggled.

“Okay. But only because I’m out of tarter sauce,” she decided. “I’ll run the shower, Ems,” she said amiably, heading for the ensuite.

Emily lay there panting, and sat up to look at her wives. “You are so on my shit list,” she told them. “Why didn’t you help me?” she demanded.

Jenny smiled. “Laren was having fun,” she shrugged. “You should go take a shower. You’re gross. Ask her to help you,” Jenny suggested, waggling her eyebrows.

“Okay. You guys will really recycle these?”

Kit nodded. “No problem.”

Emily stepped into the ensuite, shucking her clothes. “Am I invited in there?” she asked.

Laren stuck her head out. “Sure. How can I refuse after getting you all disgusting?” she laughed. She surveyed the damage as Emily stepped into the stall. “I think I got carried away, Ems. Hold still,” she offered, soaping her washcloth. “Close your eyes,” she said, scrubbing Emily’s face clean of the thick goop. “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I really got this all over you. Rinse your face.” 

Emily obediently stood under the shower head, rinsing the soap away. “Laren, is it in my hair?” she asked, feeling something sticky.

“Yep. Here, let me wash it for you,” she said apologetically. “Damn Ems, I didn’t hurt you, did I? It’s like mat wrestling in judo, I just don’t always know my own strength,” she explained.

“You didn’t hurt me, sweetie, honest. It was funny,” she asserted, rinsing her head and letting the water soak her. 

Laren poured shampoo in her hands and worked it into Emily’s dark hair. “It’s shorter than when you got married,” she noted. “You didn’t like it long?”

“Too much trouble,” Emily said. “This is easier to take care of. Did it look better long?” she asked, worried now. 

Laren massaged her fingers into Emily’s scalp with strong hands, getting the roots good and clean. “It looks fine, either way. I just wondered why you changed it.” She massaged Emily’s temples where the vallette had been tattooed on her skin, suddenly realizing it made Emily look like a genuine Trill. 

“Well, I used to wear it longer to cover the scars on my shoulders. But now that I’m healed, I can wear it shorter,” she explained. 

Laren eased her under the spray, rinsing her hair for her, scrubbing her fingers over it to loosen the foam. “Ems,” she said thoughtfully, “your parents did that to you?”

“Not my parents, a foster parent, singular. She beat all her foster kids. But the foster parents before that wanted to sell me into prostitution, so it seemed like a better deal,” she said flippantly. 

Laren’s jaw dropped. “Are you fucking kidding me? Ems, tell me you’re joking,” she pleaded, her eyes filling with tears. 

“Laren,” Emily said gently, “don’t get upset. It happens. You’ve been through much worse. I’ve had it easy, by comparison.”

Laren stood there, dripping, helpless, without any way to explain what she was feeling. “Ems,” she touched her face. “They were Cardassians. Not my family,” she protested. “Prophets, we expected them to beat us and rape us and torture us. That’s part of war. That’s what Cardassians do to their prisoners. But it’s not what happens to you in your home, honey,” she insisted. 

They stood there, staring, hearts aching for one another. Laren caressed Emily’s face with her thumb, brushing it over her wet cheek. “How could anyone treat you like that? Hurt you like that?” she demanded of no one. 

Emily bit her lip. “I asked myself that for eighteen years. I never did figure out an answer,” she said, her composure breaking. “I just wanted—to be loved, to be protected. That’s all. It didn’t seem like much to ask. But no one protected you, either,” she said, tears puddling in her dark, beautiful eyes. 

Laren swallowed hard. “I’m so sorry. My parents—they would have stopped the Cardassians from hurting me if they could have. It’s just that they couldn’t. It wasn’t their fault. My father was this kind, gentle, soft-spoken man—like Lenara. Like you,” she realized. “He was serious and studious and contemplative, like you. He even loved astronomy,” she wondered at it. “You would have liked him. I would have been happy to share him,” she said sadly. Laren regarded her with empathy, unable to fathom how frightening it would be to have your parents, the people who should protect you, turn you into prey.

Emily’s stomach felt like it was in a knot. She held Laren’s hand against her own cheek, turning her face into the palm. “It’s okay,” she murmured, kissing her hand. “It was a long time ago. I have great parents now, a family that loves me, two women who would do anything for me.”

“Three,” Laren corrected her. “You have three,” she promised, hugging her close, not even conscious that they were naked. “Kai and all the Prophets, Ems,” she held her tightly, “I feel so scared, now, like—they’re coming for you, or something, and I have to stop them.”

Emily caressed her hair, holding onto her slender body. “Isn’t that funny? That’s how Kit says she felt, when I showed her my back, like—protective?”

Laren nodded, looking in her eyes. “Protective. I know it’s too late for that, but I feel it anyway. Kai, I want to hurt those people for doing that to you,” she realized. “I want them to suffer more.”

Emily gazed into dark, brooding eyes. “That’s how I felt when I found out about your father. Jenny kept scolding me for hating the Cardies, but God, I wanted to make them hurt worse than they made you hurt. Laren,” she blinked tears down her cheeks, “it hurts me to think about what they did to you. I know how it feels to be scared, and alone, and to know no one is going to help you.”

Laren’s tears finally spilled over. “That’s what I saw when I looked at Kit—the comprehension of that. She knew what it felt like. And I had to make that look go away. Do you understand, that’s why Emily? I didn’t mean to take her from you or Jenny. I just couldn’t bear that helpless, frightened look in her eyes when it seemed we’d never find Kieran. I had to make the hurt stop.”

Emily nodded, holding Laren’s face in her hands. “I know exactly. I knew then. Laren, I never blamed you for that. I was angry with her for not letting it be us, but not any more. Who stopped the hurt doesn’t matter, just that the hurt stopped. And you found Kieran for her. God, Laren, I would love you for that alone, even if I didn’t already love you for you,” she said softly. 

Laren closed her eyes, leaning her forehead against Emily’s. She thought about love, and about how rare that sentiment was in her life, but how much had come to her since she let herself love Kit. Exactly two people in her life had said they loved her. Her mother and her father. Until Kit. And then Kieran said it, too, and Laren knew she meant every word. And even though Lenara hadn’t said it that day on the sailboat, Laren felt it coming from her. And now from Emily, and the impulse to kiss her was so strong, her knees were almost buckling. 

“Are you clean?” Laren asked. 

Emily grinned. “I have no idea. I sort of forgot to wash myself. Are you?”

Laren shook her head. “I doubt it. I don’t think I washed anything but my hands,” she replied, laughing. 

Bundled in thick, absorbent robes, hair wrapped in towels, they emerged from the bathroom. Kit and Jenny were lying together, asleep, curled around one another. 

“Were we in there a long time?” Laren whispered. 

Emily nodded. “Looks like,” she smiled. She took Laren’s hand, pulling her down on the other bed. “I don’t want to wake them up. Is that okay?”

Laren chuckled. “I just spent an hour naked with you. I think I can handle sleeping next to you.”

Emily towel dried her hair, leaving it unkempt. Laren combed her fingers through it to get it out of Emily’s eyes, smiling at her. “Ems,” she said in a whisper, “you are so pretty. Even with your hair all wild.”

Emily grinned. “I am a Wildwoman,” she pointed out. “And you’re the pretty one. Harry couldn’t take his eyes off of you at Gretchen’s,” she teased. “Thanks for—talking about stuff,” she said enigmatically. “It felt good to get some of it out. Robbie says it’s like—”

“Peeling an onion,” Laren completed the sentence. “I know. She was my therapist,” she admitted. She dried her own hair, messing it up, but getting the excess water out. 

“She made you switch when you got involved with Kit, I bet,” Emily correctly noted. 

“Yeah. Now it’s Amy Scott,” Laren agreed. She couldn’t shake the nervous, upset feeling that had settled in her gut when Emily talked about being sold into prostitution, and she needed to quell it. “Ems, I want to—” Laren hesitated. “Is it too weird if I want to hold you? I just need to know you’re okay, that you’re right here, and safe.”

Emily smiled softly. “I was going to ask you to. I feel kind of shaken, too,” she admitted, moving into Laren’s arms. It felt natural. Comfortable. “Why do you suppose that happens? When you tell someone something from the past, that’s far away, and not really relevant, but it still leaves you upset?”

“I don’t know. I guess maybe we think, if it happened once, it can again?” she sighed. “I know I’ve been my own worst enemy—I’ve made bad choices and got myself into situations I couldn’t salvage. I’m afraid of myself more than anyone.”

“Averone,” she said softly, “I’ve been there. Right there. God, when Kit and I broke up, I just hit a downward spiral and nose dived and couldn’t pull out. I slept with everything that walked, got drunk all the time, broke up relationships—I was a mess. And it was all my own doing. And then one day I found myself on the Admin building, jumping off.”

Laren clutched at her tightly. “Prophets up a jumja tree. Kathryn told me that. And maybe I didn’t believe it, or didn’t want to believe it, I don’t know. But it never seemed real until right this second.” She drew a shuddering breath. “Isn’t that building thirteen stories?” she asked. 

“Yes,” Emily confirmed. “Kieran saved me. She jumped when I did, and knocked me on my sorry ass, and kept me from going off the edge. Only she fell, and was hanging there by her hands, and Kit and Robbie and I pulled her back up. Oh, my God, Laren, it was the lowest moment of my life. I love Kit, I love Kieran, and I almost made them lose each other. And in spite of all that, somehow, Kit loves me anyway. She married me. I had the most horrid reputation on campus, and those two looked past it, and dragged me out of the mire I had created for myself, and they married me.”

Laren felt tears threatening again, thinking about Kit. “Kit didn’t care about my past, either. I tried to talk her out of loving me for her own good, because my reputation was so bad. But she wouldn’t listen. I suspect she learned that from Kieran.”

“Well, it’s not without precedent. That sort of loyalty is what got Voyager home from the Delta Quadrant,” Emily replied. 

“I haven’t heard that story. What are you talking about?”

Emily explained the Wesley Crusher angle on the story, and Laren had to laugh. “So Kit gets it from Kieran.” 

Emily nodded, yawning. “I think I’m falling asleep,” she murmured. “I should get some jammies on.”

Laren got up too, and found Kit’s sweatshirt Kit wore earlier in the day. She pulled it over her head, found clean underwear, and crawled under the covers. Emily slid in beside her and reached to switch the light out. She had to lean over Laren to reach it, and Laren was looking up at her, inches from her face. 

Emily kissed her then, soft, warm lips, brushing over Laren’s with a faint smile. “Good night, Ro Laren,” Emily said, hugging her.

Jenny Wildman awoke to the faint light coming in through the slender edge of exposed window, drowsy, but content to find Kit wrapped around her. Kit woke up at nearly the same instant, a little surprised she had slept the night through, and more surprised that Laren and Emily hadn’t awakened them to switch beds. 

Jenny smiled softly at her wife, leaning in to kiss her. “Hi,” she said shyly. “I think I remember you. Didn’t we used to be married?”

Kit grinned. “Something like that. Thanks for being patient with this situation, Jen,” she whispered. “Look at them,” she added, inclining her head over her shoulder.

Emily was asleep in Laren’s arms, and Laren was holding her so close, it was hard to distinguish body parts in the dim light. Jenny nodded, smiling. “They are kindred spirits. They have everything in common, save for their careers,” she said quietly.

Kit thought about it, realized the truth of it. They both knew the sting of abuse, of rejection. They had both wrecked their own reputations, their futures, only to have to rebuild them from scratch. Their temperaments were similar, in that they tended to be serious and pensive, but could be playful in the right setting. And Laren was opening up so much, just as Emily had when Kit and Jenny first befriended her, even before the romantic involvement began.

“I can see that,” Kit agreed. She gazed at her wife and felt a pang of regret. “I miss you, Corinne,” she said as she kissed Jenny’s forehead. 

Jenny kissed her then, and the feeling flooded back to Kit, the memories and hopes they shared, the knowledge of failing one another too often. Jenny deepened their kiss, hands warm in Kit’s hair, heart opening again, accepting the risk. “I love you, Kyle,” she assured her between kisses. “I know you love her, and I want this to work,” she promised. “And I am trying to be patient, but it’s not easy,” she confessed. “Don’t mistake my patience for indifference, though,” she added.

“I don’t, honey,” Kit acknowledged, touching her face, tracing the outline of her lips with one languid fingertip. “Don’t you take my patience as a sign of indifference, either. I do love you, Jenny, and I want to be with you. I hope it can be that way, someday. But I have to know Laren is fine with it, first. She’s been used and treated as disposable her whole life, and I never want to be someone she can say that of. I have to take care of her heart.”

“I know, and I want you to take care of her. Kit, believe me when I tell you I love her. I think she’s bright and sweet and funny, and my heart breaks for her past. I am glad to have her in our lives, and grateful that she’s so resilient and strong to be able to overcome so much. I want to be for her what we were for Ems, the foundation she needs to really reframe her life, to make it so solid she wants it too much to mess it up again. I am sorry for all of the cutting remarks I made about her reputation, and your involvement with her jeopardizing yours. It was superficial and petty of me, and I’ve never regretted anything so much.”

Kit kissed her tenderly, lingering over it, tasting her tongue and sighing. “I should never have yelled at you like that. I’m sorry, honey. I was so far out of line. But you know what it feels like, processing the information that someone you love as much as your own life has been mistreated, and how hard it is to swallow that with any grace at all.”

Jenny nodded. “I do know, Kyle, and I forgive you. I was never angry at you for saying those things. You were right. I didn’t know a goddamned thing I was talking about. I had no right. And I totally misjudged her.”

Kit smiled warmly at her wife, nuzzling her lips. “You really do love her?”

Jenny nodded. “Not romantically, not yet, but in the same way I loved Ems when the three of us started to get close. The difference is, back then, I knew I was going to fall in love with Emily. I knew it when she was in the hospital. I felt it, like—I don’t know, like a premonition? I could see that the logical course would be for the three of us to be together, because you had never stopped loving her. And now with Laren, it seems the same—like that’s the logical course, only, I’m not sure she’ll ever see it. Do you think?”

Kit shrugged. “Hard to say. But she was definitely flirting with Ems last night.”

Jenny sensed an undercurrent in Kit’s mood. “Does that bother you?”

“I thought it was funny at the time,” Kit said contemplatively. “Maybe I’m a little bit jealous because I don’t want her to be in love with anyone but me, yet. Conceited,” she laughed at herself. “But I think she’s starting to realize the up side of it all. The downside is having to share me, and that’s still the sticking point with her, I think.” Kit touched Jenny’s cheek, fascinated by the softness of it. “I think I’m just stuck between our world and hers. You know? I mean, she and I have been monogamous for so long, it’s a little disconcerting to think of her with Emily or with you. I’m a total hypocrite, though, because I want you right this second,” she admitted. “But I think it would be bad form for them to wake up and find us making love.”

“Probably. Damn, though,” Jenny laughed. “Maybe sharing a room was a bad idea?”

Kit shook her head. “No. She’s bonding with you guys. Even if it’s not a sexual relinquishing of her walls, she’s learning to let you both care about her, and she’s learning to care in return. That’s huge for her, Jen. The only reason she ever let me in was that she had seen me in a vision from an orb a long time ago. Otherwise, she’d have closed me out, too, and only let B'Elanna near her emotionally. But it’s exponential, now—she let me in, and then Mom, and you and Ems, and Cassidy, and she’s really starting to click with Lenara. I think eventually, her life is going to be so filled with people who love her, she’ll learn to be open all the time. Right now it still takes conscious effort.” 

“I think seeing the Moms together at Christmas helped too,” Jenny observed. “I think everyone got a glimpse into their dynamic—Phoebe, Gretchen, Gerry, Harry, Seven and Kathryn—and I think it’s begun to sink in that it works for them, and they really are happy with the marriage. Mostly, Kathryn’s family needed to be assured that Naomi was happy, and Naomi is just ecstatic over the baby with Lenara, so of course, that shines through. How does Laren feel about kids? I mean, Ems is going to want at least a couple, eventually. And honey, I don’t want to be raising them without you as part of that effort. We signed on for that together.”

“She seems good with B'Elanna’s brood, and that’s not easy. Lanna’s kids are pretty out of control. Katie’s better behaved, because Mom gets on her case, but Kelsey is a brat. Laren takes it all in stride when she’s with them, and she and Lanna are very close. So I think she’d be fine with our kids. I’ve never asked her. Honestly, Jen, I just try to go day to day with her, this whole living together thing is such a stretch. And I hope she keeps trying, because I’m a wasteland without her,” Kit confided. “But then, you saw that. I don’t know what it is about her, Jen. She just—it’s like with Mom. You know? I can’t function without Mom, and I can’t function without Laren.”

“I have seen,” Jenny agreed. “And I think it’s a complicated dynamic you share with her. But there are parallels, Kit. Kieran saved you from your uncle, and Laren saved you from losing Kieran.”

“There is that, but it’s deeper. I felt it the first time I talked to her, like we just belong together. I’ve never had that kind of visceral reaction to anyone except Kieran. And it was immediate and powerful with Laren, where as with Kieran, it took me a long time to trust her. My reaction was to avoid Laren, at first, but when we were on the search parties, I couldn’t, and she reached out to me. I’ve never known her to do that with anyone, Jen, ever. B'Elanna told me she never has, but it killed Laren to see me crying over Mom. B'Elanna said Laren was always impervious to everything, until she met me. And I respond to that,” she realized.

“Like your mom. You respond to people’s needs. And Laren needs you more than anyone ever has, even more than Ems. I can see it in her eyes when she looks at you, like she could just swallow you whole and never let go. There’s a desperation about her, and that’s sad, though,” Jenny noted. She sighed. “We should get up. We’re due at the pier in another two hours, and we need food. Should we let them sleep and go for breakfast? Bring it back here?”

Kit nodded. “Good idea. Ems looks dead to the world, bless her heart. They look so cute together,” she added. 

Emily Wildman slept unaware of the scrutinizing gazes directed at her. She held tightly to Ro Laren, mirroring her when she shifted, contouring behind her, vaguely conscious of Laren’s arm holding her own around Laren’s torso, seamlessly moving into one another’s arms as Laren rolled onto her back. Ro Laren’s mind started to stir, registering an unfamiliar scent, progressively conscious that she was not with Kit. The body in her embrace was more slender, softer, less cut. Emily squeezed her lightly, and Laren tucked Emily under her chin, hand resting on Emily’s head. Laren instinctively kissed her hair, smelling it. Emily, her brain said, not Kit. She forced herself not to pull away, not to move Emily across the mattress. She recalled the conversation in the shower, and the emotion returned: protectiveness. 

Ro Laren had seen abuse beyond description in her life, torture. But to be unwanted by the parents who brought you into the world, the ones who gave you your Pagh, the souls who wrote your name in the scrolls of the Celestial Temple before you were born? That was a cruelty she could not begin to process. She remembered the eyes of her father as he was dying, the embarrassment he felt for his understandable reaction to the agony he was in. Laren had known how much it cost him that she had to watch. He wanted to be strong for her, but he was in such pain. Laren swallowed hard, tears gathering in her eyes. He had refused to beg for his life. But he begged for hers, pleaded with the snake-faced Cardassians not to hurt his little girl. She had forgotten that. How he fell to the feet of the Prefect, sobbing for his daughter’s life, how he pleaded with them not to force her to watch them kill him. 

Parents were supposed to love their children, protect them, cherish them. And Emily’s had thrown her away, like inconvenient garbage. This amazing girl, with bright, curious eyes and intellect any parent would be proud of, this woman with a huge heart, a forgiving spirit, a Pagh that glowed with brilliance and purity—had been unwanted. A burden. And she had been shuffled from home to home, reminded every day that she was not worth raising, not worth loving, not worth the effort. Laren’s body shook as she cried, her mind filled with the sound of her father’s pain, the blood that he sweat down his face. He would not cry out, no matter how much it hurt, because Laren was listening. She was screaming, fighting against the Cardassian guard who held her in place, crying, begging them to stop. 

“Bahana?” she asked, the endearment Bajoran children called their fathers. Ro Laren launched herself out of bed, running for the ensuite, vomiting copiously into the toilet, trying to purge the memory. She had succeeded in burying it for thirty-three years. But it would not be erased. Ever. 

Emily had awakened when Laren spoke, and now found her in a fetal position in the bathroom floor, ghostly white and bathed in sweat, biting her lip so hard a ribbon of blood trickled down her chin. She was talking to herself in Bajoran, and Emily picked out a word or two—“Bahana”, which meant ‘daddy’, and “jerata” which meant ‘death’, and “vakala” which meant ‘mercy’. 

The toilet was full of vomitus, and Emily flushed it down. “Laren?” she whispered. “Honey, what is it?” 

Laren’s eyes were glassy, but she realized where she was, and who she was with. “I’m sick,” she said. “That’s all. It will pass.”

“Can I get you anything?” Emily asked tenderly, wiping the sweat and blood from Laren’s face with a clean towel. 

“Water—cold,” she replied, shivering in the tile floor. 

Emily brought her a glass of water and helped her sit up against the vanity. Laren drank the liquid down, watching the room spin in a sickly fashion. 

Emily sat close, holding her hand. “When I get sick I drink chocolate milk. It settles my stomach, and if it comes back up it tastes okay,” she offered. “Let me get you some?”

Laren nodded, trying to will the room to stop moving. 

Emily held Laren’s face and put the glass to her lips. “Drink it slowly,” she recommended. 

Laren swallowed the sweet, cold, soothing drink, and the sugar boosted her blood glucose. She felt an immediate improvement in her nausea. “That’s pretty good. No wonder Kit drinks it all the time. I should trade in my raktajino for that,” she said, smiling at Emily. “Maybe scallops don’t agree with me,” she noted. 

Emily cleaned her face with a damp cloth. “Sweetie, you lacerated your lip biting it,” she advised. “Let me get a dermal regenerator. They usually put them in the standard first aid kit,” she muttered, retrieving and digging through the box. “Got it.” She sat down and tended to Laren’s bloody lip. 

Laren followed Emily’s every movement with her eyes, taking in the way her brow furrowed when she was intent upon something, the way her eyes warmed when she was gently touching Laren’s face, the way her voice changed when she was worried. The vertigo was gone, and her stomach had calmed. She smiled at Emily then. “You’re going to make the best mom,” she complimented her. 

Emily laughed. “Are you better?” she asked, cupping Laren’s face in one slender palm. She kissed Laren’s forehead, as if Laren were a child with a skinned knee and a bruised heart. 

Laren’s eyes closed involuntarily at the affectionate gesture, and she held Emily there, looking purposefully at her. “I’m good, now. Thank you.”

Kit and Jenny came in with breakfast just then, and Emily kissed Laren’s hair once more. “Can you get up? You’ll feel better if you eat, I imagine,” she recommended. 

Laren allowed Emily to pull her upright, and the fluid motion brought them face to face. Laren swallowed the impulse that asserted itself, settling instead on hugging her lightly. 

“You’re welcome,” Emily replied. “If you don’t feel up to diving today, I can stay with you and just hang out on the beach or something. I’m still pretty tired from parasailing,” she said kindly. 

“I should be fine,” Laren replied. “Let’s eat.” 

____________

Emily Wildman drew upon her powers of persuasion to convince Ro Laren that she didn’t mind missing the morning dive, and clearly, Laren was not up to it, considering that her breakfast had come up as quickly as it went down. It took almost as much effort to convince Kit and Jenny to still go, but Emily told them she and Laren had really connected the night before, opened up to each other, and it was important that they keep that communication going, which was easier one on one. She allowed Kit to bring an anti-nauseal hypospray from the hotel’s concierge, but then she insisted the two women leave. Kit felt bad for leaving Laren, but Laren told her to just go, that it was making her feel worse to argue with her. 

Laren lay on the bed, curled up in a ball, wishing she could stop the parade of repugnant images in her mind. Emily put a cold cloth on her forehead, but Laren removed it, saying she was already cold. Emily found her a sweatshirt of Kit’s and put her under the covers, offering to get her warm. Laren’s teeth were chattering, and she agreed. Having Emily wrapped around her backside did provide some relief, and Kit’s sweatshirt had Kit’s scent, which comforted the sick Bajoran.

Laren made Emily talk to her to distract her. She told Laren about her childhood, about the foster families she had lived with. She had never told anyone about the experience except her therapists, but somehow, it was easy to tell Laren. Maybe that was because Laren had been taken to a Bajoran orphanage after her father died, and well knew the type of system Emily had been through as an unwanted child. Laren had been inordinately bright, and excelled in school, which turned out to be her salvation, at least until she decimated her own career on the Wellington. But Emily knew that Laren’s experience in the orphanage was similar to her own, and so she felt comfortable telling her about it. 

She detailed the parts she remembered, which were sketchy in the earlier years. She had been taken to child welfare when her father died, and her mother could no longer care for her, she knew that much. She wasn’t sure how long she lived at the county home, but when she was five, she went to live with a family named Smith, which was as close to a real family she ever got, until Lenara Kahn adopted her. The Smiths had three other foster children, and although they weren’t particularly interested in the children, or loving toward them, the home was safe and mostly clean, and Emily’s foster siblings were peers for her. The Smiths kept Emily until she was eight, but when their marriage broke up, all the foster kids went back to the county orphanage. And that was when the real nightmare began. 

The Duggans took her when she was nine, and that lasted only four months. Nothing she did seemed to please them, and they punished her physically. A teacher at Emily’s school saw Mrs. Duggan whaling on Emily at the playground of the park one afternoon, and a report went in to child services. Emily went from there to three consecutive homes where she was fighting off male siblings who wanted to molest her, or male foster parents who tried, and she was feisty enough to report the abuse before she became as victimized as Kit had been. 

Laren listened with her fists clenched, listened to the details of a fragmented, disjointed life, where there was no semblance of continuity or security, and understood perfectly how Emily Frazier had learned to despise herself, thinking that the dysfunction around her was somehow her own fault, something she brought on herself. As the anti-nauseal medication took effect, Laren started to feel better, and she turned onto her back, taking Emily in her arms while Emily talked. It was a good thing, too, because Laren needed to hide her face in Emily’s soft, fragrant hair as Emily described foster mother number eight, the one who had beaten her until she couldn’t move. By then Emily had learned to endure whatever came, simply to avoid the sexual exploitation that so many foster homes entailed. Beatings were preferable to sexual assaults, and so she took it lying down when Kellie Barry flagellated her with a wire coat hanger, a black strap, her fists, or whatever blunt instrument happened to be in reach. The school didn’t even call when Emily missed several days at a time because she was too bloody or bruised to attend. The Barrys didn’t own a dermal regenerator. 

Laren held Emily tighter as she talked, but Emily’s voice sounded far away, as if the trauma were just a story she’d read about, or a newsclip about someone else, not her own life. It was as though Emily could separate herself from the emotion to relate the facts, like some psychological schism in her head and her heart she had invoked to protect her sanity. Laren understood that tendency of the psyche to fracture into manageable pieces, pieces that when taken individually didn’t seem so overwhelming. It was how she had survived the camps and  the abuse of the Cardassians who ran the camps. Robin Wildman understood it, because she had described nearly the same thing, where her mind would simply go somewhere else and distance itself from events that were happening. 

Emily Wildman did not cry until she got to the part where Robin and Lenara Kahn adopted her, because those emotions, she owned. Those emotions were congruent with her sense of rightness in the world, and she fully felt them, grateful for the kindness extended to her at a time in her life when she and Kit were starting to have trouble, when the only foundation she had known seemed to be slipping again. And Lenara was there, loving her, wanting her, ready and willing to make a home with her. Ro Laren knew in that instant that she loved Lenara Wildman, that she respected and admired her, and not at all for her intellectual prowess or her wormhole expertise. Lenara Kahn Wildman had the purest type of heart. And Laren responded to that internally. 

She thought a long time about the Trill, about her values and her beliefs, about Lenara’s marriage. While Laren had been able to suspend judgment about polygamy, it had still seemed so alien to her, so unthinkable. Now there was a dichotomy in her head. There was Lenara Kahn, Emily’s mother, who was kind and nurturing and compassionate. And Lenara Wildman, Kieran’s wife, who lived with three women, slept with all of them, professed to love them each equally well. She knew the women were one and the same, but she wasn’t quite sure how to reconcile the two personalities in her impressions. She tried to put herself in Lenara’s shoes, and simply could not. It was beyond her comprehension to conceive of loving anyone else the way she loved Kit. Kit was just so strong, so impressive, so consuming, and Laren couldn’t imagine having the energy to love two people that much. She wondered if it meant Lenara loved her wives less, because the division of attention and time weakened the bond. She would not be willing to accept less than what she and Kit shared. That would be too much of a sacrifice. 

The night before, standing in the shower, her impulse to kiss Emily had been so strong, but she knew it for what it was. The desire to protect, to comfort, to heal her. Not lust, not romantic love. Emily was truly becoming her friend, like B'Elanna or Kieran or Jenny, and while that was a valuable and precious thing in and of itself, it had clear parameters and definitions. But Laren was intrigued about Lenara’s life, and wondered if the Trill did find less intensity in her respective relationships as a result of the necessity of spreading her energy between three women instead of one. She decided she would ask the gentle Trill about it, since Lenara had reached out to her, and wanted to share her culture with Laren. Laren recognized the overture for what it was, a gesture born of love for Kit and Emily, the desire to help Laren fit in so that the Wildman girls could be happy and stable, even with the element of Ro Laren in the mix. 

Laren kissed Emily’s hair tenderly, letting her cry, knowing the tears were more joy than sadness. Emily had found in Lenara the sort of base, the sort of foundation, that Laren had found with Kit. A starting point to rebuild a life torn apart. A healing place. And like Laren had with Kit, Emily held on to Lenara and Robin with both hands. Until Kit and Emily broke up, and Emily’s behavior became so self-destructive that Robin and Lenara could scarcely bear to watch Emily throwing away her future, her potential. They tried to love and guide and support Emily, but Emily threw up walls at every turn, hiding in her anger over Kit, her disappointment. She tried to use alcohol and gratuitous sex to numb her to the pain of losing the love of her life. Oblivion was a fleeting achievement, however. 

Laren nodded vigorously, having had the same experience in the Maquis. They channeled their anger into raids and attacks and fighting, and Laren found escape in casual sexual partners and strong liquor. It took considerable effort to subdue her childhood terrors, her gaping, open psychological wounds, and to cover them in scar tissue, emotional as much as physical. It took an edge and a hardness to keep people at bay, and she had stiff-armed every person she ever met. Even her lovers, like Keating Pajor, she had approached arrogantly, sneering, almost taunting them, daring them to take their pleasure with her. And when morning would come, she would kick them out without any sort of acknowledgement of what they had done together, until the next time her need drove her to seek out that release. 

Laren and Emily talked for hours, not noticing the time, not even realizing that Laren was no longer teetering on the verge of throwing up, that she was sitting upright, discussing with Emily her past, hands waving to emphasize a point here, to signal a shift in mood there. Emily was fascinated at the gradual transformation she was seeing in Ro Laren. When Laren had first moved in with the Wildmans nine weeks before, she was sullen, abrupt, clipped. Almost Borg-like in her responses, including her limited facial expressions. The only time Emily saw those walls relax was when Laren was with Kit, and then there was a decided playfulness, a gentleness that permeated her demeanor. But when Kit was at work, or absent, Laren reverted to the personality that had no doubt helped her survive brutality and captivity. Somehow in those nine weeks she had been with them, and especially over the last few days, Ro Laren had changed. 

It was like Seven, discovering her own humanity, and Emily watched this amazingly resilient woman challenging her assumptions, testing her limits, experimenting on redefining herself. She had begun to respond to beauty, to the feelings of others, to her own impressions. She was allowing people to express affection for her, and learning that it was safe to reciprocate. She had begun to use terms of endearment with Emily and Jenny, to soften her tone with them, to relax around them. That Laren had wanted to hold Emily the night before was a quantum leap, because as far as Emily could tell, Ro never let anyone but Kit touch her, and then it was rarely in front of anyone else. The truth was, Kit’s love had begun to open Laren, and Emily was one beneficiary of that openness. She wanted to cheer for Laren at every emotional victory, at every step she took toward her own vulnerability. 

Skipping the dive gave the two women a better appreciation and understanding of one another. It gave them the groundwork for friendship. And Ro Laren was finally willing to accept that she actually needed friends. 

Kit and Jenny decided since they were no longer diving with Laren, who was a novice, that they would tackle the Blue Holes of Andros, one of the most challenging dives in the Bahamas. Tidal blue holes, Kit told Jenny excitedly, draw water into them like a vortex, and then belch it back out. Stargate, one of the best known and rarest Blue Holes of Andros, opened into an oceanic cave system filled with underwater stalactites and stalagmites, a fossilized coral reef, and boasted a vast array of sea creatures. The waters were what the natives called ‘gin-clear’, meaning the waters were as crystalline as a glass of gin. Visibility was often as much as one hundred feet, and the diving was considered stellar. And as starfarers, Kit figured, a dive site named Stargate would be the perfect place for them. Their hotel was on the beach at Small Hope Bay, which was the home of the Stargate blue hole. The waters were teaming with snapper and grunt fish, and the grotto that marked the opening at the end of the twelve foot drop to the hole was encrusted with colorful sponges. Shrimp and crabs scuttled about while eels embedded themselves in the exterior, and Kit and Jenny were not disappointed in their choice of dives. 

They explored Stargate for a forty-five minute period, which was the recommended limit for venturing into the coral caverns, then headed back to the pink sand beaches of Andros Island. They collapsed on the sugary fine granules, breathing ocean air and letting the sound of the waves soothe them. 

“That was stunning,” Jenny sighed appreciatively. “Thank you for this trip, Kit,” she added, leaning over to kiss her wife’s cheek. 

“My pleasure,” Kit replied, smiling at Jenny, then kissing her tenderly. “I love you, Corey, in case you’d forgotten,” she said softly, holding Jenny’s chin in her fingertips as they kissed. 

“I love you, too, Kyle,” Jenny whispered, leaning her forehead against Kit’s. Jenny’s frost colored eyes were tinged with sadness, and Kit was more than conscious of the sudden sullen air.

“What, honey?” Kit asked, slipping her arms around Jenny’s shoulders. 

Jenny studied her wet suit, not meeting Kit’s eyes.

“Jen?” Kit pressed, her tone insistent.

Jenny bit her lip. “I want you,” she admitted. “I always do after we’ve been in the water,” she explained. 

Kit nodded silently, her spiky hair dripping on her shoulders. “I say we strip down and just go swimming. The tide is coming in, and we can body surf,” she offered, trying to distract Jenny from her bittersweet desires.

“Okay,” Jenny agreed, though she wanted much more than a recreational swim. Kit’s physique was so defined in a wet suit, especially her biceps, and Jenny found her most attractive in her gear, second only to stark naked. 

They helped each other peel off their neoprene suits and then waded out into the surf, letting the water cool them. Diving gear could be very warm outside the water itself, and Kit was grateful for the soothing tide. Her swim suit was a simple tank suit, one piece, but Jenny always wore a bikini, and Kit couldn’t help ogling her. Jenny’s body had softened a bit since the Academy, but Kit liked the more curvaceous version of her wife even more than when Jenny had been a shredded-bodied athlete. 

Jenny saw Kit looking her over, and quirked an eyebrow. She reached for Kit, treading water, and before Kit could get a grip on herself, she was holding Jenny in the waves and kissing her passionately, mouth hungry and urgent against Jenny’s own, and then against her throat. Jenny arched, tilting her head back to expose her neck, letting Kit nip at her flesh, stifling the groan that threatened her composure. 

“I want you, just as much,” Kit growled in Jenny’s ear, pulling her wife’s legs around her waist. “I remember every single time I’ve ever made you come,” she said against Jenny’s cheek. 

Jenny kissed her harshly, tongue thrust into Kit’s mouth, her intentions unmistakable. “Then take me, Kyle, right here, right now,” she replied, capturing Kit’s hands and pressing them against her breasts. 

Kit was torn. She knew only days before Laren had asked for more time, and Kit didn’t want to violate Laren’s faith, or push a boundary that might break everything the four women had begun to build together. Kit slid her hands from Jenny’s chest to her waist, shaking her head. “I can’t, Corey, and you know why. We’re so close to having the situation we’ve been working for, and I can’t let my weakness—or yours—spoil it now, honey.”

Jenny breathed a frustrated sigh, but saw the apology in Kit’s golden eyes and knew she was right. “Okay,” she said reluctantly. “I suppose you’re in a better position to know what’s at stake than I am,” she admitted, letting go of her wife and swimming back to the shore.

“Jen, wait,” Kit called after her. Damn it, Kit thought, Laren would never even know. But I would. Kit swam after Jenny, following in her wake and then to the beach towel she had laid out on the sand. “Are you mad at me?” Kit asked, dropping down beside her wife.

Jenny folded her arms over her bare legs, hugging them to her chest. “I’m mad at the circumstances, not you,” she said petulantly. “I’m sorry, but that’s honest,” she added, gazing out over the water. 

Kit sighed, nodding. “I know this is weird, Jen, but you wanted this relationship with Emily, and I stretched for you both. Now I’m asking you to stretch for Laren and me. I know it’s a lot to ask, and I don’t have any right, but—”

“You have every right,” Jenny disagreed. “And you’re right, I did push you for this—format,” she settled on the word. “I loved Emily, and I wanted us both to be with her, and I knew she loved and needed us both. And I know Laren loves you, and whether she knows it or not, she needs this relationship just as much as we all do. But I’m feeling particularly impatient, right now,” she said morosely. “Do you realize how long it’s been since we were sexual with each other, Kyle?” she demanded. 

Kit nodded slowly. “Yes. Too long. Over a year,” she acknowledged. “Don’t think it’s been easy for me, either, Jen,” she insisted. “Maybe you created a monster,” she said with a scowl, digging her toes into the sand. 

“What do you mean?” Jenny asked, not following her train of thought. She smoothed her brown hair back from her forehead, slicking it down with the ocean water still clinging to it. 

“I mean,” Kit replied thoughtfully, “before we got involved with Ems, I would never in a million years have been unfaithful to anyone, ever. Maybe the freedom to be with her was like opening Pandora’s box for me. Maybe that’s why I was so rigid with my boundaries, before we decided to try this with the three of us—because you know as well as I do how hard it is for a survivor to practice impulse control. What if the definitions I had always lived by were the only thing keeping me under control, and relaxing those boundaries means I can’t get the lines back in place? I mean, look at me with Laren. That was so unlike me, Jen,” she explained, worried and suddenly alarmed at the thought. 

Jenny considered, then shook her head. “No. Because you’re exercising boundaries with me right now. Your sense of propriety is intact, Kit. If it weren’t, you’d be making love to me right now,” she contended, touching Kit’s cheek and seeing the fretful frown playing on her wife’s face. 

“That’s just it,” Kit said, sounding ashamed. “I wish I were. I wish I could forget what Laren needs and I could push you down on this towel and make you writhe underneath my fingers,” she admitted. “The only thing stopping me is fear of wrecking all the progress we’ve made with Ro,” she said softly. “Not because I have some keen sense of boundaries or morality.” 

“It is confusing,” Jenny agreed. “And I know if Lenara were here, she’d set us straight, and make it all seem okay,” she added. “I mean, what stops a Trill from just sleeping with everyone they feel like sleeping with?” she wondered. “And yet, I get the sense with your mothers that there is a very clearly defined set of parameters, don’t you?”

Kit nodded. “Yeah. It’s like—they just have this unspoken understanding. But when Mom came home from the jungle planet in love with Seven, the Wildwomen weren’t angry at all, or jealous, and they would have let Mom do whatever she needed to do. Just like you and Emily allowed me to bring Laren into our home, Naomi and Nara and Robbie would have let Seven move in if she had wanted that, and it was just—never even a question for them.”

Jenny thought about it before responding. “Maybe it’s about how encompassing you can allow your love to be. How selfless,” she decided. “I mean, the Moms loved Kieran so much, they would have let their boundaries expand for Seven, if that had been necessary. That’s what Emily and I decided to do with you and Laren, because we couldn’t lose you, and your happiness was at stake,” she recalled. 

“The question is, can Laren’s love ever be selfless enough to let me be with you and Emily again. Regardless of whether she ever permits herself that indulgence, will she love me well enough to let go of her rigidity?” Kit asked rhetorically. 

Jenny shrugged. “I don’t think she’s selfish, but I also know what a hard thing it can be when your ego gets involved. I mean, hell, I watched you struggling with your feelings for Emily when we were together exclusively, and it was very difficult, knowing you loved her still. If it hadn’t been for Naomi talking me through it all, you and I would never have made it, Kyle,” she confessed. “You have no idea how close you came to losing me.”

Kit swallowed hard, the truth of Jenny’s words hitting her like a tidal wave. “You—thought about leaving me?”

“More like stepping aside,” Jenny replied. “Because you so obviously weren’t done with Emily, and when she tried to jump off that building, I knew you were in love with her by your reaction.” She averted her eyes momentarily, afraid of what she would see in Kit’s reaction. “So what happens if Laren never can adjust to this? What if she wants to stay exclusive with you?” she asked. 

“God, Jen, how do I know?” Kit threw her arms up. “I hope I never have to deal with that. Because losing her is just so unfathomable. But never being with you and Emily is equally unacceptable,” she grumbled. “But it’s only been a couple of months. We have to cool our nacelles and give Laren time. She’s come so far, already, don’t you think?”

“I do, actually,” Jenny agreed. “And I can’t fault her, because I sure as hell didn’t want to share you when we were together, and I know how she must feel contemplating that with you.” She reached for Kit’s hands. “I’m sorry I came on to you, Kit. As weird as it sounds, apologizing to my wife for wanting to make love with her,” she added, laughing. “I’ll try to be more restrained in the future, until you tell me different,” she concluded. 

Kit kissed her gently then, gratefully. “Thanks, Corinne. I promise, I’ll find a way to make this up to you.”

Jenny waggled her eyebrows. “You’d better,” she threatened. 

____________

P’Arth, daughter of Ven’mahr, wife of Mor’dehK and member of the house of Ve’chuK, dismissed her vassal, one of two afforded a woman of her station on the high council. This one in particular pleased her, a young, impressionable Klingon, who was so enamored with the high councilwoman, she would do anything P’Arth asked, and often did much more than was required of her post. P’Arth shivered, thinking of the young woman’s sexual prowess. Mor’dehK had not been a particularly fulfilling lover, and she had taken her share of lovers on the side when he was still alive. But then, so had he. It was simply understood between them, and since P’Arth had born him a son, Mor’dehK looked the other way when P’Arth invited women to spend the night in their castle. 

The Klingon Bird of Prey she was being ferried upon was the finest in the Klingon Empire, as was fitting for a dignitary of her stature. She had spent the morning expending her nervous energy with her vassal, and now she turned her attention to the upcoming negotiations. She had known Lenara Kahn’s reputation for most of her life, despite the fact that Trill was in a different quadrant, because Lenara’s reputation extended throughout all four quadrants. P’Arth had been sufficiently embroiled in political posturing, however, that she had not kept abreast of Lenara Kahn’s work or her personal life, and P’Arth was stunned to discover that Lenara was not only married and going by the name Wildman, she was in fact, married to Kieran Thompson in a multiple partner arrangement. P’Arth studied the database file on Kieran Wildman, nee’ Thompson, thinking to herself how little the Captain of the Sato had changed physically since their torrid affair at the Academy. 

P’Arth scowled, baring her teeth. The last time she had been on Earth, she had been a cadet at the Academy. Just before she dropped out of school, she and Kieran had had a terrible fight, screaming at one another. P’Arth recalled it had gotten very physical, and Kieran had stormed out of P’Arth’s quad, crying. P’Arth couldn’t recall what they had been fighting about, only that Kieran had walked out on her, on their relationship. Their blood-bonded relationship.  The database spit out reams of information, and the Klingon rolled her eyes at the Captain’s accomplishments over the years. “Computer, stop,” she said suddenly. “Katie Torres,” she muttered, studying the image of Kieran and her nine year old daughter. “Kieran has a child—a Klingon child?” She smacked her comm link on the workstation, barking to her vassal to come back to her quarters.

Detara hurried back to her mistress, head bowed before the powerful woman. “How may I assist you, councilwoman?” she asked demurely.

“I need you to put your education to good use,” P’Arth advised her, teeth glittering. “I want you to search the database and put together a profile of Kieran Wildman, Lenara Wildman, Kathryn Janeway, and their respective families. I want every detail of their lives since I was at the Academy,” she instructed. “A good negotiator knows their opponents,” she explained thoughtfully. “You may use my workstation, Detara,” she said as if she had bestowed some grand honor on the woman. P’Arth paced with her hands behind her back, cursing the long gown adult Klingon women were expected to wear. She would have preferred breeches and a proper shirt, one that covered her cleavage. Starfleet Officers wore pants and sensible tunics, after all. “And Detara,” she decided, “replicate proper warrior’s garb for me.”

“Yes, Chancellor,” Detara agreed, though she stared in disbelief. 

P’Arth continued pacing, considering the dilemma before her. If the populace took issue with her wearing ‘men’s’ clothing, she would find a way to pass it off as an eccentricity. Or a statement of the status of women, in general on the homeworld she decided. If a woman was forced to wear men’s clothing to be taken seriously, maybe the fashions would change, and less emphasis would be placed upon the sexualization of women’s clothing. And if she could convince the Federation to change their wormhole’s exit aperture, how much more favor would she win in the public eye? Still, there was always the danger, dealing with Starfleet, that her checkered past would come to light from her own days in the Academy. A past only Kieran Wildman could raise the curtain upon. 

P’Arth remembered Kieran Thompson better than she cared to admit. And their relationship. “Lukara,” she said softly to herself, repeating the nickname she had given Kieran 

“I’m sorry, Chancellor, what did you say?” Detara asked.

P’Arth did not realize she had spoken aloud. “Nothing, dearest,” she said in a conciliatory tone. 

P’Arth remembered that last time she had seen Kieran Thompson, when Kieran was a member of the Enterprise crew. Kieran acted as though she detested the Klingon woman, and P’Arth had not understood it. Was it because I left you there? What choice did I have when you disappeared? What was there to hold me in Starfleet? 

 “Detara,” P’Arth turned back to her vassal, “hail Keh’grang and engage his assistance,” she ordered the younger woman. “I can see there is a great deal of information there. And I may need to take a break with you. The prospect of these negotiations vexes me,” she said absently, reaching for Detara’s shoulder. She slid her hand down the front of Detara’s chest and beneath the bodice of her gown, cupping her breast. “Distraction may be the best thing for my deliberations, right now,” she informed the attractive girl, pressing the scar tissue at the base of Detara’s throat. The gesture spoke volumes to Detara, conveying ownership and possessiveness, if not love. 

“Yes, Chancellor,” she said softly, knowing that the second Keh’grang arrived, P’Arth would take her to private chambers and make love to her. Detara knew it was pointless to love one’s master, and yet she loved P’Arth, as illogical and futile as it was. She would never be worthy in P’Arth’s eyes, not of the oath, not of bearing children for her. And Keh’grang, she knew, though a less frequent guest in P’Arth’s bed was indeed an occasional visitor there. 

Keh’grang, a weak and worthless P'taQ in Detara’s estimation, would cast pleading glances her way, and she wanted nothing to do with him. But P’Arth had intimated she wanted the two Klingons to mate for her entertainment, proposed it to Detara in a teasing fashion, as if to test her somehow. It had tried poor Detara’s patience and piqued her jealousy. She had hoped in vain that the Chancellor would forget about it.

P’Arth removed her hand from Detara’s breast, gazing at her. “He is in love with you, you know,” she advised her servant. 

Detara stuck her chin out in a rare moment of defiance. “I am not in love with him,” she hissed. “I belong to you. I bear you mark,” she asserted, baring her throat and displaying the ragged scar there. 

P’Arth smiled at her fiercely loyal tone. “Detara, you are mine,” she agreed, “but I bear no scars. You would do well to remember that, my dear,” she insisted. “If I wish my consort to consort with another, would you defy me?” she asked pointedly. 

Detara’s eyes filled with angry tears. “You know I would not, councilwoman,” she replied. “But if you care at all for me, even a little, you will not ask that of me.”

“It is not a matter of my feelings for you,” P’Arth insisted. “It is a matter of my feelings for Keh’grang. He yearns for you. He has that hollow expression whenever you are near him. My heart goes out to him. If you find your happiness in my bed, should he not find some happiness in yours?”

Detara hung her head. Clearly, P’Arth would make her sleep with Keh’grang, whether she detested him or not. “Would it please you to watch him take what is yours?” she demanded, her heart nearly breaking. She met P’Arth’s eyes with a haunted, hungry look, a look that begged for leniency.

P’Arth pulled her out of the chair, holding her shoulders. The Chancellor’s gaze was steady and determined. “What would please me is if you were so devoted to me, you would do whatever I ask. Once Keh’grang has taken what is mine, he will forever envy me, and know his true place. I intend to vanquish his male ego once and for all. He may be a man, and a warrior, but he will never have more power than I do, and he will never have your heart,” she said sternly. “He is too proud. I will break him of that, and you will be the means,” she explained, her tone clearly indicating Detara had no voice in the matter. P’Arth had decided. And if Detara refused P’Arth would dismiss her from the service of the Chancellor in disgrace, and the dishonor would be a blot on her entire family. 

She swallowed her anger for the moment. “I am devoted to you, Chancellor. I only thought you might punish him for coveting what is yours.”

“And so I shall,” P’Arth assured her. “In a way that will sting much worse than any beating. Keh’grang will find his love for you more agonizing than a pain stick.” P’Arth tapped her comm badge and hailed the young man. 

____________

Kathryn Janeway lounged with her spouse, stretching before the fire in Gretchen’s farmhouse. Geejay and Katie were out back with Edward Kim playing in the snow, though Katie never lasted long with her Klingon metabolism, which was ill suited to cold climes. Seven of Nine stroked Kathryn’s auburn hair tenderly, gazing placidly at her wife.

Kathryn’s expression was a million miles away from the living room in her mother’s farmhouse, her thoughts roiling like a storm brewing. 

“Kathryn,” Seven said softly, so that Gerry and Gretchen wouldn’t overhear, “what is bothering you?”

Kathryn sighed, glancing around the room. Harry and Phoebe were heavy in a discussion with Gerry and Gretchen, so she felt she could unburden herself. “It’s this—situation with the Klingons,” she admitted. “Specifically, the Chancellor,” she added, looking up at her wife to see if Seven understood the gravity of the matter.

“Because she is Kieran’s ex-lover?” Seven asked quietly. 

“Not only that,” Kathryn explained. “Because of their history. The abuse. And the fact that half of the crew of the Sato would like to exact vengeance on P’Arth,” she said grimly.

Seven smiled facetiously. “You exaggerate, my love. There are fewer than thirty people on a ship of nearly two thousand who would like to assassinate the Chancellor. And you and I personally head the list,” she reminded the older woman. 

“Yes,” Kathryn agreed. “But we both know we cannot. I’m not so sure about Kit and B'Elanna,” she chuckled.

Seven smirked. “Or Naomi. Or for that matter, Ro Laren. She’s found a mentor in Kieran, and a true friend.”

“Robin and Cassidy are another concern,” Kathryn sighed. “Damn, Seven, if P’Arth had any appreciation for how many people detest her who have never even met her, she’d be trembling in her breastplates,” she noted wryly. “More than that, this conflict over the wormhole signals an ill-wind. The alliance between humans, Romulans, Klingons, and eventually, the Cardassians, to defeat the Dominion was shaky at best. When we were faced with quadrant-wide domination, we pulled together. But without that magnitude of an external threat, we are left to our petty disagreements and power struggles. And there are bitternesses abounding in each society. It’s why there are so many Cardassian terrorist factions now,” she said contemplatively. “Angry warriors who cannot accept that an alliance was struck, or that they needed our help, or were too proud to admit they had erred in siding with the Founders in the first place.” Kathryn studied the fired as it crackled and hissed. “The alliance is still in its infancy, and I’m afraid this decision to place the wormhole in Romulan space will shatter that tentative solidarity.”

Seven nodded understanding, smoothing her hand over Kathryn’s brow. “If anyone can make the Klingons see reason, it’s you, darling,” she assured her wife. “After all, you negotiated with the Borg,” she reminded her. “No one before or since ever struck an alliance with the Collective.”

Kathryn smiled gently. “Thank you, love. I do rely on your faith in me to bolster my confidence,” she said softly. “But knowing what I do about P’Arth, I simply have no ability to trust her, or anything that comes out of her mouth. And I am none too happy that Kieran will have to interact with her. You know what a trauma that can be, Seven,” she pointed out.

Seven bit her lip. “I do know. Only, I don’t say that to bring it up to you, Kathryn. Only to express my cognizance of the situation. Kieran is not as far from those memories as she would like to believe,” she revealed.

“What do you mean?” Kathryn asked, alarmed. She sat up to face Seven. 

Seven swallowed the difficult emotions welling in her. “When you and I were having trouble, I saw what the subject of abuse did to her,” she explained. “It’s still close to the surface with her, and being embroiled in our lives made her suffer. But not nearly as deeply as she suffered with Kit’s abuse,” she said regretfully. “Kathryn, I know how damaged she was by P’Arth. She confided things in me—when we lived together in San Francisco, and on the Jungle Planet, and I cannot say I think it is wise of her to force herself to confront P’Arth.” Seven sighed raggedly. “And I know she is half mad with worry over Lenara and the baby,” she added. “She is afraid Lenara is a target of some sort.”

“That’s why I insisted Lenara attend the negotiations. P’Arth can’t harm her without harming herself, and the rest of us,” Kathryn noted wisely. “And I am going to make sure that Lenara has a body guard in each session. Laren will be busy with the background investigation into the death of Mor’dehK, but I am going to have Kit act as her personal assistant. It’s consistent because Kit was her lab assistant and has published numerous articles with her.”

Seven nodded approval. “And it doesn’t hurt that Kit has three black belts,” she concurred.

“Four,” Kathryn chuckled. “She got her Kung Fu black belt last month,” she said proudly. “Who better than to protect Lenara? Plus, Kit is the best marksman with a phaser I’ve ever seen. She is so solid at Velocity, Seven. She can best me when she gives it her all, without breaking a sweat. The only reason I ever beat her is that she is still so in awe of me, she forgets to be competitive. But Naomi can’t beat her since I started playing her. If I had to choose a body guard for myself, it would be Kit.”

“And not me?” Seven squealed indignantly. “I am BORG,” she argued peevishly, a sly smile curling her full lips. “I defy anyone to do battle with my assimilation tubules and my nanoprobes,” she said in an offended tone. 

Kathryn laughed. “You can’t fool me, your Borgness,” she teased, using Kieran’s nickname for her. “You’re all Borg bravado and bluster,” she accused, leaning in to kiss her wife sweetly.

Seven giggled into their kisses. “Well, maybe half bravado and half bluster,” she conceded. “I love you, Kathryn,” she advised the smaller woman, kissing her soundly. 

“That’s a good thing,” Kathryn said, smiling. “Because if you didn’t, I’d curl up and die,” she said melodramatically. 

Seven rolled her eyes. “Well, then it’s a good thing that will never have to happen.”

_______________

Chancellor P’Arth of the House of Ve’chuk read over the report her vassals had prepared for her. So Kieran married a Klingon, she realized as she read the background of her former lover. And then her gaze froze. B'Elanna Torres? Kieran married HER? She shook her head in disbelief. A Maquis traitor? Kieran? That is so out of character for her. She did everything by the book. She practically slept with the Starfleet regs under her pillow. She studied Katie Torres’ face, her features. She looks more Klingon than I do, P’Arth thought silently. She must be some genetic anomaly, because her mother is not pure Klingon. I wonder what she would think about meeting a real Klingon warrior, a hero of the Empire? I think that will be my first priority. Kieran won’t be expecting me to act as though bygones are bygones. It will take her totally off guard. Which is exactly where I want her. Where I want them all. The Empire will not stand for dishonor when so many of our countrymen died in the Dominion War—THEIR war, not ours. 
She read on, noting that Kieran was related to Kathryn Janeway by marriage. An incestuous little bunch, these Feddies. Naomi Wildman, she read the biography Detara had done on the Ktarian. Gorgeous. Such beauty. An accomplished lot, the Wildman clan. Plenty of education between them. What have we here? Her eyes narrowed to slits as she studied Kit Wildman’s face. She looks so familiar. So—where do I know her from? The Klingon stewed over the image on the PADD, trying to make the connections in her memory. She must be Kieran’s genetic daughter, because she looks just like Cassidy. A recessive trait, perhaps. And these other two must be Kieran’s children, as well. Ah, no, her daughter’s wives. P’Arth's jaw dropped. There staring back at her was Cassidy Thompson, with her wife Cameron and their daughter Chance. “Impossible,” she snarled. “She died. I am sure of it,” she muttered. She dismissed it as unimportant and read the Janeway biography next. 

A Borg? Kathryn Janeway is married to a Borg drone? P’Arth threw back her head and laughed. Humans could be so gullible, so stupid. She had no doubt she would best them in these negotiations. And if they wouldn’t see reason, she would best them away from the table. It was that simple.  

_____________

Worf checked himself in the mirror, noting that the faint grey streak in his ever-lengthening hair lent an air of dignity to his appearance. The ambassadorial robe felt peculiar, however, and didn’t seem to want to hang from his shoulders properly. He was slated to meet with the Chancellor in less than an hour, and while his Klingon pride was fed by such a close affiliation with the leader of the High Council, he also knew the dubiousness of P’Arth’s acquisition of the post. And it made the stolid warrior relive so many memories, dealing with the home world: his own discommendation, the way K’mpec had covered the conspiracy to discredit Worf’s own family for their supposed role in the Khitomer massacre, and his triumph at restoring his name. Worf sighed. He had been like family to General Martok, had bested Chancellor Gowron in battle to allow Martok to become Chancellor of the High Council. And after the Dominion War, Worf had accepted the role of Federation ambassador to the Klingon Empire, and resided on Qo’noS for the next two years. 

Politics frustrated the warrior in him, and he longed for something more active. When he contacted Jean-Luc Picard, Picard was only too happy to take him back onto the crew of the Enterprise. Worf had served as First Officer of the Defiant in the Dominion War, and was able to fill in on Enterprise whenever the First Officer’s chair was empty. He was ineligible for the permanent promotion, after a disciplinary action on DS9 had stunted his advancement potential. But if his choices were diplomacy vs. active duty, he preferred to run security. He was, after all, a warrior. And his decision to leave Qo’noS was certainly easier after Martok retired from the High Council. Martok was none too pleased to lose his favorite targ hunting partner, though. 

Worf thought P’Arth’s request a bit peculiar, to meet him aboard the Sato, but the Chancellor purported to have an interest in touring the Supremacy class vessel, and Worf could hardly deny her request. He also thought it was peculiar that the Chancellor had arrived so early—well before she was supposed to be there and several days before the formal talks would begin. He felt as though P’Arth was trying deliberately to keep them off balance. He transported to Sato at the same time as the Chancellor, where Captain Kieran Wildman and First Officer Ro Laren awaited their guests. 

“Captain Wildman,” Worf said formally, but smiled at his old friend, extending his hand in greeting. “I am pleased to see you’ve finally taken a ship worthy of your skill,” he complimented Kieran.

She bowed her head. “Thank you, Ambassador,” she replied, squeezing his hand affectionately. “I hope we can find time for a social visit later.” She turned to P’Arth trying not to show any sort of reaction. Gone was the teenaged athlete, gangly and unsure of herself, and in her place was a middle-aged Klingon woman with a regal air and a sharpness in her expression that put both Kieran and Ro on their guard. Kieran did not offer her hand. Instead she appraised the Chancellor coolly, noting that she wore the garb of a warrior, and not a lady.

“Chancellor, welcome aboard the Sato. This is my first officer, Ro Laren. Laren, P’Arth, wife of the late Chancellor Mor’dehK, of the house of Ve’chuK,” she recited P’Arth’s kinship ties. 

“Commander,” P’Arth inclined her head, but never took her eyes from Kieran. “Captain, thank you for agreeing to show me your magnificent ship. I have heard a great deal about the Supremacy class,” she said politely, without alluding to their history at all. 

“My pleasure,” Kieran lied. “Is there anything in particular you’d like to see, Chancellor? It’s a rather large ship,” she offered in a neutral tone. 

“Klingons do not have recreational programs as you know them,” she said faintly. “I would be fascinated to see your dedicated holoprograms. I understand they are quite spectacular,” she offered. “If it’s not too much trouble?” P’Arth laced her fingers together in front of her hips, a gesture of nonchalance.

Kieran nodded. “No trouble at all. Shall we?” she inclined her head in the direction of the exit to the transporter room, all the while assessing the woman before her.

“May I ask a favor before we go, Captain?” she asked with a soft smile. “My son Ja’Kir has been begging to come aboard. He will behave himself. Would it be all right to take him along on the tour?”

Kieran was taken aback. P’Arth, with children? “Of course. Have him beam aboard, Chancellor. He is more than welcome to avail himself of our hospitality. He might find the amusement park interesting. My children adore it,” she added.

P’Arth smiled genuinely. “Children? Plural? I knew about Katie Torres,” she admitted. 

Kieran tried to relax. “Hail your ship and invite Ja’Kir to join us,” she replied, avoiding the personal inquiry. 

P’Arth tapped her comm badge and spoke in Klingon to advise her son to beam aboard. While they waited for him, P’Arth turned back to Kieran. “Captain, as long as we’re here, do you suppose you might find time for a game of Velocity? You do still play, don’t you?”

Kieran’s eyes fairly bulged. P’Arth acted as though they were old friends. “I doubt very much we will have time, Chancellor. Although the negotiations do not begin for three days, I am very busy. I only took command of the Sato in the past three weeks,” she explained smoothly. “But if I find time, I will certainly hail you,” she added, smiling to cover the fact that the last person in the Quadrant she would willingly spend time with was this woman. 

Just then Ja’Kir materialized on the dais, and Kieran turned to look him over. He was a very handsome Klingon, indeed, slender, but clearly muscular, with a high ridged forehead, and his hair already in a ponytail. He smiled winningly, and stepped down from the transporter pad. “Thank you for allowing me to come along,” he said to Kieran.

“I’m Captain Wildman. Pleased to have you here,” she said politely, shaking his hand. “You must be about my daughter’s age,” she added, smiling.

“I am eleven,” he replied proudly. 

“Ah, and no doubt nearly ready for your first rite of ascension,” Kieran noted, letting go of his hand. “Chancellor, shall we?” she asked, waving the entourage out the door and into the hallway. 

Ja’Kir had puffed up as soon as Kieran acknowledged his upcoming ritual, a very important rite of passage, and one that only brave and honorable Klingons could endure. Kieran thought he was adorable, even if he was P’Arth’s offspring.

_______________

Kate Pulaski had stewed for days on end over Joely Winfield’s proposition. She had nearly paced a hole in her floorboards, turning it over and over in her mind. She simply could not reason through it herself, but now that the Klingons had arrived, Kieran was busy playing hostess. The formal talks had not yet begun, but Chancellor P’Arth seemed to be enjoying keeping the newly appointed captain hopping to do her bidding. Kate knew it must be grating on Kieran, to be expected to kiss the woman’s ass for the sake of diplomacy. She thought about P’Arth, and her ship full of Klingons. Where were the fucking Borg when you needed them?

The air in her home was stale, and she needed to breathe. And to talk to someone who would understand the predicament she was in. Kathryn Janeway was uniquely qualified for that task, and really, after all, Kathryn owed her more than a few favors, just for the way she had handled Kathryn’s insanity during the outbreak of the Restidian bacteria. She placed a comm message to the Janeway farm in Bloomington, Indiana. Kathryn answered the workstation hail, looking lazy and contented. Looking like she just got laid, Kate realized.

“Kate!” Kathryn greeted her enthusiastically. “What prompts you to comm me?” she asked, smiling at the elderly doctor. 

Kate bit her lip fretfully. “I’d like to—could we—Kathryn,” she faltered in an uncharacteristic fit of reticence, “If I transport to Indiana, can you spare an hour?” she finally got the request out. 

Kathryn gave her a lopsided grin. “I can spare at least two,” she advised. “I’ll meet you at the transporter station with a shuttle,” she offered. “How soon do you want to come?”

Kate glanced at the chrono on her living room wall. “Meet me in forty five minutes?” she requested.

“I’ll see you then. And dress warmly. We got a fresh snowfall early this morning,” she advised. 

Kathryn sat across the kitchen table from her old friend, wondering for the hundredth time exactly how old Kate Pulaski was. Somehow, the doctor had actually gotten Starfleet to password protect her personnel file so that the birth date on her record showed on screen as “classified”. Kathryn presumed Amanda Brand was behind that indulgence of vanity. Kate actually didn’t look as old as Kathryn’s own mother, and she assumed Kate was likely in her early sixties. She knew that couldn’t be right, though, because Kate had been at the Academy when Kathryn was a cadet, and she was at least in her thirties then. 

Kathryn and her family were lingering in Indiana, taking leave while they could, though with the early arrival of the Klingons, most of the Sato crew had been recalled back to duty. Being an Ambassador had its perks, and until the Romulans arrived, she would not be expected aboard the ship. Of course, she and Seven would be going back for New Year’s, because the Captain’s Ball was scheduled for New Year’s eve, and Kathryn wouldn’t miss a party if her life depended upon it. 

Kathryn kept waiting for Kate Pulaski to say something, but so far, she had only gulped coffee and put away a caramel brownie. Finally, Kathryn decided to break the ice. 

“So what’s on your mind? You didn’t brave the frozen wasteland of my hometown just to eat Mom’s caramel brownies,” Kathryn teased.

“No, but by God, they’d be worth the trip,” Kate laughed, sipping her second cup of coffee and finishing off her second brownie. She reached for a third.  “It’s a matter of some—delicacy,” she began. “I thought if anyone could understand, it would be you. So pardon me for prying, ahead of time, and for being blunt,” she prefaced their conversation.

Kathryn laughed. “Kate, you’re always blunt, and you always pry, so don’t go all proper on me now,” she teased. 

“All right, then. Tell me something, Kathryn. Do you consider yourself a lesbian?” she asked pensively.

“Not really,” Kathryn replied easily. “I would have to say I’m bisexual, at heart, but I’ve chosen a partner who is female,” she explained. 

“Did it ever—bother you, that Seven was an anomalous romantic interest for you?” Kate ventured, stirring her coffee to cool it. 

“Absolutely,” Kathryn admitted. “I doubted the genuineness of my feelings, at first,” she confided. “And then there was the age difference,” she added thoughtfully. “Truthfully, if Naomi’s mother hadn’t been injured, and Seven hadn’t come to live with me to help me raise Naomi, I would never have let myself go there,” she said softly. “I loved her, don’t get me wrong,” she recalled absently, “but I had all sorts of stupid obstacles that were in my head.”

“Have you ever regretted the marriage?” Kate asked doggedly, watching Kathryn’s reaction carefully.

“Not for a second,” Kathryn affirmed. “Seven is an amazing woman, and I am extremely fortunate to be with her,” she responded sincerely.

Seven of Nine had come into the kitchen just as Kathryn answered, and she grinned, leaning down to kiss Kathryn’s hair. “And I never let her forget it for an instant,” she giggled.

Kate sighed. “Did you worry what other people would think? I mean, first because everyone knew you to be heterosexual, and second, because Seven is so much younger?”

Kathryn cocked her head to one side, cognizant of how troubled Kate’s tone was. “I did at first,” she said honestly.

“At first?” Seven interrupted. “Kathryn, you didn’t stop worrying about it until Naomi ran away from home,” she reminded her wife. “Excuse me, I just needed some milk for Erin. I apologize for butting in,” she added, grabbing the baby’s bottle. 

Kathryn smiled at her wife. “She’s right, there,” she agreed. “I worried a lot about my command image. I was trying to hold a crew together thousands of light years from home, and I didn’t want to seem human.” She sipped her coffee regretfully. “I wasted more time than I can begin to account for, in fact, on my ridiculous hang-ups. Kate,” she reached across the table, touching the older woman’s hand. “Why all these questions?” she wondered, then it hit her. “Are you—seeing a woman?”

Kate laughed sharply, an edge to her manner. “Seeing? That sounds so innocent, and nowhere near what I’ve been doing,” she confessed. “She’s very young, comparatively speaking, and I am absolutely flabbergasted at myself. I’ve never even looked at another woman, not that way,” she puzzled over it. “But she—is just different,” she settled on a description. “And she wants to make the relationship public.”

“Do you love her?” Kathryn asked gently, already knowing the answer.

“I do,” Kate confirmed. “I don’t know how that’s even possible, but I do.”

“Do you feel like there’s anything lacking with her sexually? Because she’s not a man?” Kathryn pushed the confidentiality envelope a bit. 

Kate colored, which startled Kathryn. Kate could be very crude, and Kathryn never expected to be able to embarrass her. “I have no complaints. But living together? I don’t know, Kathryn, it seems so—adolescent.”

Kathryn nodded. “You’d prefer to marry her?”

“Hell, no, one step at a time,” she shot back. “I just mean that women my age should be beyond this sort of flirtation.” She glanced up, catching Gretchen Janeway’s eye as the elder Janeway entered the kitchen. 

“I hope I’m never beyond it,” Gretchen smarted, going to the stove for the hot water she was boiling. 

Kate laughed aloud, nodding. “There’s one vote in favor of,” she pretended to scratch one tick mark in the air. 

“Yes,” Kathryn drawled sardonically, “mother and Kieran’s father are quite the item,” she teased Gretchen. 

Kate’s eyes widened. “Really? I can see I haven’t been hearing enough gossip,” she joked. 

“Don’t change the subject,” Kathryn admonished. “So this woman wants to live with you? Has she proposed?”

“No, only that we live together. Hmmm,” Kate pondered that. “I wonder if that means she doesn’t think I’m worth a proposal,” she said hesitantly. She set her coffee cup down with a thud. “I can’t start thinking about things like that or I’ll drive myself mad,” she concluded. “I love her. I want to be with her. I just feel so—”

“Ridiculous? Conspicuous?” Gretchen asked helpfully.

Kate was nonplussed. “Exactly. Both.” 

“I know,” she agreed. “I thought the same thing with Gerry. I mean, really, Edward had been gone so long, and should a woman my age have needs or desires?” Gretchen admitted. “But I’m glad I let Gerry convince me that you’re never too old for love, and passion isn’t only for our children,” she opined. “Sorry to stick my nose in your conversation. My tea is ready,” she commented. “You must feel like you’re visiting Grand Central Station,” she said to Kate, smiling. 

Kate nodded. “I’m not sure who I’m having this conversation with,” she agreed, “but I am glad for your input.”

“Mom,” Kathryn impeded the elder Janeway’s exit, “did we really make you feel ridiculous and conspicuous?” she asked, troubled at the thought. 

Gretchen smiled, nodding. “So much so that Gerry and I carried on a long time before we told you,” she admitted. 

“You did?” Kathryn was surprised. “I thought you and Gerry just sort of—got together around the time I shipped out on the Sato,” she stated.

Gretchen shook her head. “We were very improper,” she confessed. “Violet hadn’t been gone long at all, in fact,” she said, blushing slightly. “So we were very careful not to flaunt it. We were trying to be sensitive to Kieran,” she explained. “Not that we think she’d have ever been judgmental, but still, Violet’s death was so fresh, we were afraid to let anyone find out.”

Kathryn reached for her mother’s wizened hand. “I don’t see the point in wasting time. Life is short, Mom. Kieran understood that better than any of us, because she lost Cassidy, and because she thought she was going to have to watch Naomi die,” she said softly. “If anyone would have been judgmental, it would have been your asinine eldest daughter,” she stated flatly. “I’m sorry. I’ve been a horrid daughter to you, and yet you’ve never really taken me to task over it, Mom,” she apologized. 

Gretchen shook her head. “You have not been horrid, sugar. You’ve been a child who adored her daddy, and never really got over losing him. Gerry and I knew that, and we knew it would be hard for you to see me with another man. I almost didn’t get involved with him for that very reason. It’s why I’ve never married him,” she added. 

“Oh, Mom,” Kathryn pushed away from the table and hugged her tightly. “I would have hated myself if you had missed this happiness because I’m so petty,” she replied. “I love you so much. And I love Gerry. And I love you both together. If you want your last name to be Thompson, then you should do it,” she encouraged her. 

Gretchen hugged her back, swallowing hard against the lump in her throat. “I didn’t think you’d ever forgive me if I abandoned your father’s name,” she explained. 

Kathryn held her mother’s face in her hands. “You wouldn’t be abandoning anything, Mom. I know you loved Daddy, and I know you would still be with him if not for me.”

Kate Pulaski almost dropped her brownie. “If not for you?” she asked faintly. 

Gretchen eased Kathryn back down into her seat. “My daughter is laboring under the delusion that she got her father killed,” she replied. “I’ve told her before that’s not the way it was. But she still blames herself.”

Kathryn bit her lip. “I tried to save them both. If I had only chosen one, they wouldn’t both have died.”

Kate remembered the accident as if it were yesterday. Everyone in Starfleet who was alive during that era remembered it. Edward Janeway and Justin Tighe, Kathryn’s father and her fiancée, respectively, both died that day. But the official story didn’t mention that Kathryn had the option of saving either of them. Kate assessed the situation in a flash. “Nobody could have made that choice, Kathryn. You had to try to save them both, because that’s the way you’re wired. You don’t accept defeat. It’s why you were the single most decorated Captain in the fleet,” Kate reminded her.

Kathryn smiled slightly. “Not anymore. Kieran is, now.” She poured herself another cup of coffee, thinking of her father and of Justin. “Looking back, I should have saved Daddy,” she decided. “He outranked both Justin and I.”

Kate debated what she was about to say. But there were some things that in her mind should not be classified, and she would be damned if she would take them to her grave. “Kathryn,” she said slowly, “I did the autopsies,” she advised her. 

“I know,” Kathryn replied. “I was glad it was someone I trusted,” she said gratefully.

“I’m going to tell you something I should have told you a long time ago. If I had known the real story, I would have. But you know, the history books don’t say you had any opportunity to save them, and I didn’t know you were carrying that guilt around. Starfleet let you believe they drown,” she said angrily. “That was the official story. But it’s not true. Kathryn, they were both dead long before they had the chance to drown.”

Kathryn’s head snapped up. “What?”

“The powers that be wanted to cover up the fact that the Terra Nova had been sabotaged.  That’s what made it explode,” Kate said darkly. “They chalked it up to a technological flaw, because they didn’t want the bad publicity that a terrorist attack would engender,” she explained. “So the official story was that there was a minor flaw that caused the ship to fail, and that if it had crashed anywhere but an ocean, no one would have died. The truth is, the bomb that was on that ship killed both men, and if I had known those bastards at headquarters allowed you to believe for a second your actions were the reason they died, I would have told you eons ago.”

Kathryn’s stomach sank. “But—Owen Paris even told my mother that I had to make the choice.” Surely to God Owen wouldn’t have lied to Kathryn. He had been Edward’s friend. 

Kate sighed. “Owen doesn’t know the true story either. The operatives from Section 31 were running the show on that incident. Not the brass. I was told in no uncertain terms how to write my report, and it was abundantly clear to me that if I tried to argue, I’d have been dealt with in an accident of my own,” she breathed. “But I swear to you, if I had known they let you believe you killed them, I would have told you. I’m not sure how high up the ladder Section 31 goes, but I guarantee you, it’s above Owen’s level. Someone much higher up pulls those strings.” Kate studied her coffee cup with a dismal expression. “I have no right to be here,” she announced. “I am truly sorry, Kathryn. I wish I had known what you’d been told. I don’t expect you’ll ever forgive me, nor do I deserve it.”

Kathryn grabbed her forearm, stopping her from leaving. “Kate, wait,” she begged. “I don’t blame you, not at all. For God’s sake, Section 31 is powerful, frightening, and I wouldn’t have expected you to sacrifice your life just to tell the truth. And you didn’t know, Kate. You didn’t know I thought it was my fault.”

Kate’s guilt gnawed at her. Kathryn recognized it immediately. “Stop it. Don’t do this to yourself,” she insisted. “Kate, please, don’t.”

Kate sat back down, suddenly feeling as old as she really was. “Jesus,” she muttered. “I can’t believe how twisted life gets, sometimes,” she murmured. “This thing with your father, the mess with the Klingons, my relationship with Joely,” she said faintly. 

Kathryn’s sorrow dissipated immediately. “Joely? That’s who you’re involved with? Oh, Kate,” she gushed, “I adore her. I think that’s wonderful,” she praised the older woman, gathering her into a hug, even with the chairs and the table in the way. “Tell me everything,” she enthused, settling in for an afternoon of gossip.

Kate grinned wickedly. “What do you want to know?” she asked sheepishly. 

Kathryn laughed happily. “Start at the beginning and don’t leave out a word. But wait, hasn’t Kieran badgered you to accept Joely’s invitation?”

Kate shook her head. “Kieran doesn’t know. No one does. Except you.” She sipped her coffee to fortify herself. “When Joely was a Cadet, I taught a couple of her medical classes. Then I was her preceptor in her internship,” she began, smiling at the retelling. “But we didn’t get involved until the war,” she added, warming to her subject.

Kathryn practically clapped her hands with glee, but she refrained lest she quell the doctor’s ardor for telling a good story.

_______________

Katie Torres showed Ja’Kir her bat’leth, the one with the hard rubber blade that she used in her practice sessions on the holodeck. The children had been introduced on the tour of the ship, because Ja’Kir had asked to see the classrooms, and Katie had been taking an arts and crafts class. She had immediately gravitated to the Klingon boy. B'Elanna had reluctantly agreed that Katie could play on the holodeck with him. 

Ja’Kir scoffed at her. “That is not a real bat’leth,” he said with a superior tone. “That is for babies.” His dark features reflected the overhead lights, his brow ridges high and proud. 

Katie tried not to take offense. “Starfleet doesn’t allow children to fight with real blades,” she explained. “Human children are not as sturdy as I am.”

“How will you ever become a true warrior, without being able to draw blood in battle?” he asked. His voice had the tendency to crack at intervals, as he was entering adolescence, and it was trying to deepen in timbre.

“I don’t know,” Katie admitted. “But my mother knows how to fight with a real blade, and she wins tournaments all the time,” she bragged. 

“My mother,” he replied with a swagger, “is Chancellor of the High Council. She fought in the Dominion War. She killed scores of Jem Hadar,” he noted.

Katie felt a chill creep up her spine. “Really?” she breathed. Jem Hadar were about the scariest aliens she had ever seen, and their brute strength frightened her. 

“Uh huh,” Ja’Kir nodded enthusiastically. “She has trophies to prove it—their battle armor, phase pistols she stripped from the dead bodies, even a ketracel white delivery unit,” he detailed with excitement. “I bet she would show you, if you ask,” he noted. 

P’Arth entered the holodeck, searching for her wayward son. “Ja’Kir, you are late for lunch,” she accused, a faint grin curling the edges of her lips. 

“I’m sorry, mother,” he replied contritely. “I was telling Katie about the Jem Hadar you killed,” he said with obvious pride.

She tousled his hair, laughing. “My son exaggerates,” she advised Kieran’s daughter. “Did Katie tell you, Ja’Kir, that her mother is the captain of this ship?”

His eyes widened. “You didn’t tell me that,” he accused Katie. “Captain Wildman is your mom?”

“Yes. She’s the most decorated officer in Starfleet history,” Katie boasted. “Only she never tells anyone that. I don’t know why,” she said, puzzled by it. 

B'Elanna Torres had come looking for her daughter, and came in just as Katie was saying so. “She doesn’t tell anyone because she thinks it’s arrogant to speak of such things,” she scolded her daughter. “And she would be very displeased to know you brag about her to make your friends feel inferior,” she added.

P’Arth appraised the Klingon-human hybrid before her. They had not been friends at the Academy, but they had met several times before B'Elanna dropped out. “Commander,” P’Arth said cordially, “it’s been a very long time,” she offered, extending her hand. 

“Chancellor, the last time I saw you, you were a Cadet fourth class. It seems you’ve elevated your station in life considerably,” she replied, taking the Klingon’s hand. “Our children seem to be having a good time bragging about their respective parents,” she added. 

P’Arth laughed. “And you have been among humans so long, you have lost your bravado,” she noted insightfully. “But then, being married to Kieran, you’d end up absorbing some of her humility.”

B'Elanna did not feel at ease talking about her former wife, especially not with the woman who had beaten Kieran senseless. 

“Mom,” Katie interrupted, “Chancellor P’Arth fought in the Dominion War. She killed Jem Hadar!” she informed her mother. “Ja’Kir said she might show me her trophies. Could I go to their ship?”

B'Elanna hesitated. She knew Kieran would kill her if she said yes, but at the same time, she would offend P’Arth, and possibly the Klingon Empire, if she said no. “You would have to ask Captain Wildman, honey. I don’t know that she would want you imposing on the Chancellor,” she settled on. “Besides, she’s very busy with the preparations for the Captain’s Ball, since all the Starfleet brass will be there, and all her friends from the Enterprise,” B'Elanna made excuses for Kieran. 

P’Arth grinned, but it looked more like a sneer. “It’s no imposition. Clear it with your Captain, and I’ll be happy to take her with me.”

B'Elanna scowled inwardly. She would have hell to pay if she let P’Arth escort Katie onto a Klingon ship. She would have to go along. “I’ll ask her later,” she decided, “and if she agrees, may I come? It’s been a very long time since I was aboard a ship from the homeworld,” she tried to sound as though she were awed at the prospect. 

“Of course. I’ll have my engineer show you the engine room, and anything else you like,” P’Arth replied cordially. Then she actually smiled. 

B'Elanna was taken aback at the Chancellor’s manners. She was clearly a diplomat of the highest order, and it was difficult for B'Elanna to imagine this woman as an abusive partner. She exuded serenity and calm, a rarity for a Klingon, especially one in a position of authority.

“May I hail you once I’ve spoken to Captain Wildman?” B'Elanna asked. 

“Of course. Ja’Kir, say goodbye to your friend for now. We need to transport back.”

Ja’Kir handed Katie back the practice bat’leth. “I hope you get to come to our ship,” he said to her. 

“Me, too,” Katie agreed. It was the first time she could recall having a friend who looked as Klingon as she did. And the Chancellor was such a handsome woman, clad in her breeches and her battle tunic. She sighed wistfully as they turned for the transporter room. “Mom,” she said softly to B'Elanna, “have you ever seen a more beautiful woman?” she murmured. 

B'Elanna stifled a grin at Katie’s faraway expression. It was her first crush. 

______________

Detara served the Chancellor and her son their lunch, then left them to discuss the day. P’Arth and Ja’Kir held hands and P’Arth offered the midday Plea for the Dead.

“Kahless, we implore you to remember those warriors who have fallen in your name. Lift them out of the cavern of despair, and reveal yourself to them in all your glory. Remember Mor’dehK, son of Ve’chuk,” she stated reverently. 

Ja’Kir added “Remember Ve’chuk, son of Var’theg.” 

“What did you think of Katie Torres?” P’Arth asked him, trying not to sound too interested in the observations he had made.

Ja’Kir considered. “She is pretty, but she has lived with humans too long,” he decided. “She is weak.” 

“What makes you think so?” P’Arth pressed him, sipping a bit of bloodwine to cleanse her palate. 

“She uses a rubber edged bat’leth to practice with,” he replied, shoveling qagh into his mouth and letting it squirm on his tongue. He liked the way it struggled. “She said Starfleet won’t let her use a real blade.”

P’Arth nodded. “I suspect it is less about Starfleet regulations and more about her mother’s overprotectiveness,” she said thoughtfully.

“Which mother?” Ja’Kir clarified. 

“Captain Wildman, I imagine,” P’Arth returned. “I knew her at the Academy a very long time ago. She lacked the strength of character, the killer instinct, a true warrior possesses. I am surprised that Starfleet has allowed her to take command of a ship as grand as the Sato,” she added. “The war must have truly decimated the ranks of the corps.”

Ja’Kir studied his mother’s expression, noting the emotion that festered just beneath the surface of her calm façade. “You dislike Captain Wildman,” he stated more than asked.

“No,” P’Arth replied. “She is just—a human, that’s all,” she amended. “And the Sato is a glorious starship. It would be more fitting if a Klingon commanded her,” she noted. “I want you to send Captain Wildman a comm message thanking her for allowing you to tour the ship today. Diplomacy is something you’re never too young to learn, Ja’Kir.”

“Yes, mother,” he nodded agreement. “Right after we finish. And I will ask her personally if Katie can come visit us.”

“A splendid idea,” P’Arth complimented him. “Kieran is much more likely to grant the request of a child than the request of an old friend,” she advised him. “She always had a soft spot for children,” she added, remembering how the children in the auditorium at every basketball game Kieran played got special attention. 

Children had always been Kieran’s weakness, P’Arth realized, and surely it was even more a failing with her own flesh and blood. Katie Torres would be a valuable asset to the Chancellor, if she played her cards right. 

_____________

Katie Torres rang the chime to the Wildman’s quarters, hoping to catch her mother before Kieran was off to her duty shift for the day.

Lenara Wildman answered the door, smiling brightly. “Hello, Katie,” she greeted the child. “Come in. Have you had breakfast?”

Katie nodded. “Yes, thank you. Is my mom here?” she asked hopefully, fidgeting. 

“Which one of us?” Lenara teased. 

Katie frowned. “My real mom,” she replied impatiently. 

Kieran Wildman came down the hallway just then, fastening her fourth pip to her collar. “Hello, Katie-bear,” she said lightly, holding out her arms. Katie ran for her. “What brings you out and about so early?” she asked, hugging her daughter.

“Marmar,” Katie ignored the question, “Ja’Kir wants to go to the amusement park together. Can he come to our ship?” she asked, trying not to bounce with impatience.

Kieran tried not to frown. “You like him a lot, don’t you?” she asked, squelching her anxiety.

“I do. He’s going to show me his ship today. You said it was okay, remember?” she asked as Kieran set her back down.

“I haven’t forgotten. You mom is going to take you. But honey, I can’t watch you and Ja’Kir at the park today. I’ve got duty,” she reminded her reproachfully.

Katie tapped her foot. “Mom, we don’t need you to watch us, for Kahless’ sake. I’m going to be ten pretty soon. And the safety protocols are always on. What could possibly be dangerous about it?”

Kieran swallowed her uneasiness. “You’re right. You’re old enough to go without an adult there. Has Ja’Kir asked his mother?” she asked, refusing to say P’Arth’s name. 

Katie nodded. “She says it’s okay. In fact, she wants to come, too,” she added. “So there will be an adult there.”

Kieran’s blood chilled. She had already said Katie could go, and she could hardly refuse her now, just because P’Arth would be there. 

Naomi and Robin Wildman had come out of the back bedroom, catching the tail end of the conversation. Robin leaned over and whispered to Naomi, “We can spare you at the center. Go ahead and volunteer to chaperone, or KT will have a stroke,” she said to Naomi, anticipating what her Ktarian wife would want to do.

“Thanks,” Naomi said softly, squeezing Robin’s forearm. “I adore you.” She stepped into the living room. “You know, Katie, I’m probably the only person on the ship who hasn’t tested out Kit’s newest roller coaster design. Can I tag along?”

Kieran smiled gratefully at her wife. “There you go Katie, P’Arth won’t have to be bored. Naomi can entertain her while you and Ja’Kir tear up the park.”

Naomi nodded. “I’ll ask Geejay if she wants to go,” she added.

Katie looked dismayed. “I didn’t want to go with her,” she said petulantly, starting to pout. “I wanted to spend time with Ja’Kir—with my own kind,” she said defensively. 

Naomi was taken aback, but she acquiesced. “Okay. I know when I was your age I wanted to meet other Ktarians. I never really have had the chance, though,” she admitted regretfully. 

Kieran knelt in the floor, holding Katie’s shoulders. She did not like the tone or the intent behind Katie’s words.  “Honey,” she said firmly, “your own kind is everyone on this ship. You may look like a full blooded Klingon, but you’re not. In fact, you’re more human than Klingon. You are 75% human, genetically. You understand that, don’t you?” 

Katie twisted free of Kieran’s hands. “Tell that to all the other geebachs on this ship,” she retorted angrily. “They see what they see, and genetics don’t matter one bit,” she insisted. “If I’m going to get called a Klingon, and be treated like one, I want to know what Klingons are supposed to really be like,” she asserted. 

Naomi rested her hand on Kieran’s shoulder, squeezing it to convey a calming influence. “And you should learn those things,” Naomi said supportively, “but don’t forget we all love you just as you are,” she softened her tone. “None of us wants you to be anything but who you were meant to be. And we want you to be happy.” 

Kieran swallowed her ire. “Of course we do, Katie,” she echoed the sentiment. 

“Then if I want to be a warrior, I will be,” Katie replied. “Ja’Kir says humans are weak,” she added. “What do you think, Na? You’re only half human,” she asked, gazing up at the taller Ktarian. 

Naomi touched Katie’s dark-skinned cheek. “Honey, I think humans are anything but weak,” she argued with Ja’Kir’s assessment. “And while Klingons may be physically stronger than humans, strength of spirit and heart are much more important than brute force,” she contended. 

Kieran sighed softly, reaching out for her little girl. “Your mothers and I will love you no matter what you decide to be when you grow up—warrior, Starfleet officer, farmer, philosopher—we’ll support your choices and be proud of you. Only, try to keep in mind that your entire family is made up of people who are more human than anything else.”

Katie nodded. “Okay, Marmar. I will.”

“You have fun today, sweetheart,” Kieran added, accepting Katie’s kiss good-bye.

Katie watched as her mother left the Wildman’s quarters. She wondered if Kieran were even half as brave as P’Arth. 

_____________

Naomi Wildman secretly invited Seven of Nine to go to the amusement park, thinking if she had Seven with her, she would be less likely to start any trouble with P’Arth. She was thoroughly ready to dislike the Chancellor, but made Seven promise to curb any tendency Naomi might exhibit to be nasty to the Klingon. Seven reluctantly agreed, and acquiesced when Naomi specifically told her not to bring any of Naomi’s sisters. She explained to Seven that Katie was having an identity crisis, and the fewer humans around her, the better, until she got over her pre-adolescent obsession with all things Klingon. 

Seven of Nine strolled into the holodeck, where Katie and Ja’Kir were clamoring for P’Arth’s attention as they competed in a game of chance. Katie was a good aim with a baseball, having inherited Kieran and B'Elanna’s athletic skills, and she easily knocked all three milk bottles down with one pitch. Ja’Kir missed with his first throw, and with his second, he toppled the apex bottle, but none of the base. P’Arth tried not to show she was embarrassed that a mere girl, and a human one at that, could throw a missile better than her son. Naomi Wildman made excuses for him, saying baseball was an Earth sport, after all, and it required some practice to get as good as Katie.

P’Arth smiled ingenuinely. “Katie is just like her mother,” she said graciously. “Athletically gifted. I understand Kieran actually played professional basketball, before her accident at the wormhole.”

Seven could see Naomi was not at ease discussing Kieran, and she stepped up to introduce herself. P’Arth was visibly startled at the appearance of the Borg, but she recovered her equilibrium momentarily. “She did, in fact, play professional ball,” Seven picked up the thread of the conversation. “In fact, she was voted Rookie of the Year,” she added with an air of pride in her friend’s accomplishment. “I am Naomi’s mother,” she added, extending her hand to shake P’Arth’s. She scrutinized the Klingon unobtrusively, the way a Borg drone would size up someone it was about to assimilate. “Welcome aboard the Sato.”

P’Arth smiled. “You’re Kathryn Janeway’s spouse, then?” she asked, knowing the answer already. Seven nodded. “I would love to buy you dinner and hear your stories,” she said in a friendly tone. “From what I know of you, your life has been—extraordinary,” she said with a tone of genuine awe. 

“Captain Wildman will no doubt have your entourage as guests, and Kathryn and I will be there. Kieran always invites the extended family to formal functions,” Seven explained. 

The adults chatted amicably enough while Ja’Kir and Katie ran around like holy terrors, whooping and screaming battle cries from the precipitous drops of the various roller coasters. Naomi had a sense about P’Arth, a gut instinct that told her the woman could not be trusted, and that her veneer, while pleasant enough, masked a much less palatable persona underneath it. She couldn’t say why she felt that way, only that she was sure of it, and that P’Arth must be watched carefully. Seven, who was bound and determined to be the perfect ambassador’s wife, kept the conversation from falling into uncomfortable silences, and Naomi was amazed at her mother, who only a few years before had the social skills of a plank of wood. P’Arth seemed perfectly charmed by Seven, which was exactly what Seven intended, because it was always best to disarm the enemy before engaging them. 

B'Elanna Torres came in the early afternoon for the tour of the Klingon ship, and Naomi and Seven went along, if only to be polite to the Chancellor. B'Elanna was grateful not to be alone with P’Arth, who kept giving her lingering looks. B'Elanna could have sworn P’Arth was flirting with her, during the tour, and it made her uncomfortable. She tried to tell herself she was imagining it, but when she saw Seven smirking, she knew it was not a figment of her imagination.

The three women kept exchanging puzzled looks, as if to say “she isn’t so bad, what are we missing?” P’Arth seemed oblivious. She was a gracious hostess and seemed to enjoy their company. Naomi grudgingly admitted to herself that the Chancellor was engaging, to say the least. 

Later, back in the Wildwomen’s quarters, they discussed it quietly, each aware that they had found themselves forgetting that P’Arth was the same woman who had put Kieran in the infirmary repeatedly. None of the women wanted to like her, and B'Elanna in particular found it irritating that P’Arth had done nothing to make herself unlikable. Naomi told B'Elanna and Seven about her sense of P’Arth, but she had to confess she had no logical basis for not trusting the Chancellor. None was too comfortable at the obvious infatuation Katie felt for the councilwoman. They decided not to tell Kieran just yet that Katie was smitten. B'Elanna would mention it privately, when the time was right, because surely Kieran would be upset over it. 

_____________

“Chancellor, may I refill your glass?” Detara asked politely. 

“No,” P’Arth replied. “Come sit with me, instead,” she invited the younger woman. “Are you familiar with Lenara Kahn’s research?” she asked her servant, studying a PADD with Lenara’s most recent journal article loaded into it. 

“No, Chancellor,” Detara said honestly. “I read about her in school, of course, everyone does. And I read a few news articles back when I was a child about her discovery of the comet Otner-Kahn,” she recalled. “Nothing more. Why?”

“This is very difficult material,” P’Arth sighed, tossing the PADD aside. “I had hoped to speak intelligently with her at the dinner party tomorrow,” she groused, “but clearly, I do not comprehend the bulk of her theory. Her body of work is very impressive,” she added softly, her expression pensive. “Kieran is very lucky to be married to her,” she noted.

“You have said that before. But you have also said Kieran Wildman does not possess the heart of a warrior, and is not worthy of Klingon admiration,” she pointed out. “Yet you envy her,” she said, not meaning to sound petulant, but failing to mask her feelings.

“You find it irksome, don’t you?” P’Arth asked, amused. “Detara, Kieran may not be Klingon, but she has achieved much for a human. And while I would not want to be bonded to her again, I do envy her for her wives,” she admitted. “They are lovely and accomplished women. And Lenara Kahn is a legend, plain and simple. I have admired her my entire life. Understand, Detara, she was heralded as the intellectual equivalent of Einstein when she was no older than you,” she breathed appreciatively. “She is to science what Kahless was to warriors,” she added, drawing a parallel Detara would understand.

Detara bit her lip, her pointed canines glittering. “You cannot let your veneration of Dr. Kahn interfere with your agenda,” she reminded her mistress.

P’Arth blanched. “Do you think I need to be told by you what my duties are?” she demanded angrily. “Your impudence is beneath you. Go to your quarters,” she snapped, launching herself off her couch. “Leave me,” she ordered the bewildered girl. 

“But Chancellor, I didn’t mean—” Detara tried to plead her case.

“Silence!” P’Arth shouted at her. “You will not defy me or I will make you regret it,” she advised her darkly. Detara must learn her place, and it was never a servant’s prerogative to question a member of the high council, and most certainly not one’s master. “Get out,” she barked at the vassal, turning her back as Detara scuttled away. “Send Keh’grang,” she threw over her shoulder, knowing that would devastate Detara, to be sent away in favor of the hated Keh’grang.

_____________

Ro Laren collapsed back onto the pillows, panting and sweating, eyes closing in rapture. “Kittner,” she gasped, “you are too much,” she laughed, hugging Kit’s naked body against her own. 

Kit gave her a wicked grin. “That’s not what you were telling me ten minutes ago—you were asking for more,” she teased the Bajoran, loving the way Laren’s dark eyes sparkled when she was amused and sexually sated. 

Laren kissed Kit’s spiky hair, sighing contentedly. “Maybe we should go on special assignment more often, if this is the kind of send-off I get,” she decided, kissing Kit ardently. 

“This is no send-off, Averone,” Kit assured her. “I’m just working a usual shift until the negotiations begin, only instead of bridge duty, I’m working in Lenara’s lab. You could drop by, whenever you need a break from your investigation,” she offered, kissing Laren back.

Laren smiled. “I might, Ja’clu, I might,” she agreed. “I love you, you know?” she asked softly in a moment of surging tenderness. 

Kit studied her face, understanding perfectly that Laren was mostly closed off to her emotions, but every now and then, the vulnerability they shared allowed a wave to wash over the stoic Bajoran.  “I do know, baby,” she agreed, whispering and touching Laren’s face. “God, you’re beautiful, Ro Laren. You are absolutely stunning,” she said sincerely. “And I love you, too.”

Out in the kitchen, they could hear Emily and Jenny moving around, putting together breakfast for the foursome. The young women tried to be as considerate of their roommates as they could, and both were making an effort to create a homey atmosphere in their new quarters. Laren seemed unfazed by her promotion, and when they had congratulated her on passing her bridge officer’s exam, she had only shrugged it off, as if it were a minor thing. 

Only with Cassidy Thompson did Laren express any of her actual pride about passing and about her promotion, because Cassidy had been so proud of her own entry into Starfleet, and she and Laren had worked closely toward the end of Cassidy’s studies. Cassidy had been bound and determined to achieve her ensign’s pip without any help from Kieran, because she wanted to prove herself to her sister more than she wanted to prove herself to herself. Laren understood that, because she was just as determined to have Kieran’s respect. 

“Well, Commander,” Kit said affectionately to her lover, “I think we should feed you. You have a busy day of playing second fiddle to my mom,” she added, squeezing Laren tighter. 

“You know I’ve got her back, don’t you, Ji’talia?” she asked, suddenly solemn.

“Of course I do,” Kit assured her. “Laren, I trust you. And I trust her to watch out for you, too,” she replied. “Is there something bothering you? Something you’re not saying?” she demanded, thinking Laren’s earnestness and emotional streak was a bit odd.

“No,” Laren shook her head. “It’s just—I know you’re on edge about P’Arth, and I wanted you to understand, I won’t drop my guard for a second. I love your mom, and I will be her shield if I have to be.” Laren’s brow knitted in concentration, as if she were sorting through every potential scenario. 

Kit nodded. “I am on edge. But I know my mother is a capable officer, and an even more capable fighter, when she has to be. After all, she kicked B'Elanna’s ass,” Kit bragged.

Laren laughed. “I still can’t picture that, but Lanna said Kieran is deceptively strong, in spite of how thin she looks.”

Kit grinned. “Yeah, and that was before she was ever a pro athlete. I’d put her up against a Jem Hadar any day, now, she’s so shredded.” She kissed Laren lightly. “Come on. Breakfast, before the other Wildwomen come knocking at the door.”

Laren tossed back the covers, ogling Kit’s naked body. “Are you sure you’re ready to get up? You look awfully tempting,” she flirted. 

“I’m starving. And we have duty. Don’t lead me astray, bad girl,” she scolded playfully. 

____________

B'Elanna Torres came onto the bridge, hoping to talk to her ex-wife. Kieran made eye contact with her as the Klingon-human hybrid came down the ramp from the upper level of the battle bridge. “Can we talk?” she asked.

Kieran smiled. “Sure. My ready room?” she asked mildly, waving B'Elanna over to the entrance. “Let me guess. You’re worried about Katie,” she offered, waiting for B'Elanna to enter first. “Can I get you anything to drink?” she asked politely.

B'Elanna nodded. “Coffee would be good. And you’re right, I am worried. And I wanted to apologize.”

Kieran punched commands into the replicator, retrieving the steaming mugs. “For what?”

B'Elanna sighed. “For not being creative enough to think of a reason why it was a bad idea for Katie to go to P’Arth’s ship. She came back with her head all full of crap about honor and battle trophies and the glory of blood-letting. Last night I caught her reading the L-Cars data base entries on Klingon ceremonies, most notably, the ones that involve pain sticks,” she confided. “And she hasn’t called me Mommy since Ja’Kir arrived. It’s always ‘mother’, now,” she added, frustrated. She accepted the coffee and sat down on the Captain’s couch. “What are we going to do, Kieran? All of a sudden, she’s enamored with Klingons and their culture. But what really worries me is her fascination with their anti-social means of asserting their dominance,” she sighed. 

Kieran sat down beside her ex-wife, puzzling over it. “I guess we hope to hell it’s a phase. And we make sure she never forgets that Klingon customs are mostly illegal in our society, and they could land her in a world of trouble if she adopts them,” she decided.

B'Elanna sipped her coffee. “Oh, I’m way ahead of you on that one,” she said despondently. “She got angry and said that if the Klingons are our allies, how can their ways be illegal on Earth?”

Kieran tried for a little levity. “Maybe we poke her with a pain stick and disillusion her a little bit?” she asked, chuckling.

“You laugh, but it crossed my mind. All I’ve heard for three days is P’Arth this and the Chancellor that. She asked me if she can go to school on Qo'noS,” B'Elanna advised Kieran. 

“Shit,” Kieran muttered. “And you said?”

“I told her no, she could not, because I am not moving back there, and our life is here. She said she could stay with P’Arth’s family.” 

“Like hell,” Kieran spat. “Over my dead, cold body.” Kieran toyed with her coffee cup, a fretful expression on her face. “At least P’Arth will be tied up in negotiations starting tomorrow. She won’t have time to fuel Katie’s fantasies,” she said hopefully. She thought about it a bit. “When you were growing up, weren’t you ever drawn to your Klingon heritage?”

B'Elanna shook her head, resting her hand on Kieran’s thigh. “I never had much interest in it until I learned to trust you with that side of myself,” she admitted. “I was always busy trying to be like my cousins, instead of my mother,” she recalled. “I wanted to be human. It wasn’t until you and I became lovers that I really explored Klingon culture. I had dabbled in it, indulged a curiosity here and there, but you nurtured that part of me, and encouraged it.”

Kieran smirked. “Yeah, and it made you outgrow our marriage,” she groused, teasing her ex-wife. 

B'Elanna swallowed hard. “I didn’t outgrow it, Benal,” she assured the lanky captain. “I just stopped trusting myself with your body, trusting that it was okay to want an aggressive lover in you. I was afraid of hurting you physically.”

Kieran nudged her. “You think I’m not as tough as Lessing?” she postured playfully. “Baby, I can take a Klingon love bite with the best of them.”

B'Elanna laughed. “I hate it when you flirt with me. And now it’s totally inappropriate, since you’re my captain,” she pointed out, smiling. 

“Yeah, so write me up on harassment charges,” Kieran said blandly. “Laren will probably toss the report out an airlock,” she opined, sounding bored. She sobered momentarily. “Lanna, I love Katie, and I want her to be who she wants to become. But if she’s going to learn about Klingon culture, I want it to be from someone whose honor is unquestionable, not P’Arth.”

B'Elanna nodded. “Me too, but honey, that child is infatuated with the Chancellor. It’s all she ever talks about.”

Kieran sighed. “Well, I guess until these negotiations are over, we do whatever we can to keep Katie away from P’Arth without being obvious about it.”

“Agreed,” B'Elanna decided, finishing her coffee and standing to go. “Thanks for taking time out of your busy schedule, Benal,” she said appreciatively.

Kieran hugged her lightly. “Hey, parent first, captain second, if I can walk the tight rope well enough,” she vowed hopefully. “What did you personally think of P’Arth?”

B'Elanna considered, frowning. “Forgive me for saying this, but I liked her, and then hated myself for liking her. I cannot imagine her being the person you described to me.”

“Yeah, well, she acts as though she isn’t that person, as if the violence was all in my head or something.” Kieran fretted over it. “You believe me, don’t you Lanna?” she asked, sounding so vulnerable B'Elanna thought her chest would tear open.

“Of course I do, Kieran,” she assured her former spouse, hugging her again. “Oh, honey, don’t ever doubt that I do. I just mean it’s hard to picture her beating you up,” she explained. 

Kieran nodded, squeezing B'Elanna closer. 

“Are you okay?” the smaller woman asked. “Seeing her again—has that been traumatic for you?”

Kieran exhaled in a rush. “Yes. The first night I had nightmares all night. I nearly strangled poor Naomi with the covers as I was fighting P’Arth off in my dreams,” she chuckled. “Which would have been forgivable, except that Naomi was having her own nightmares,” she said softly. “It’s like—there’s a palpable sense of disease in the air, in my house right now,” she explained. “And it doesn’t help one bit that Katie is acting like this,” she added. “But it’ll be over soon enough. You should go back to work and stop using our kid as an excuse to gold brick, Commander,” she advised her ex, pushing her toward the exit. “I have to go meet Worf for a Velocity match,” she said with a wink. “Do you know, P’Arth actually asked if I would play her?”

B'Elanna shook her head. “Damn, it’s like she has no idea why you hate her so much,” she puzzled over it. “Okay, I’ll let you get to your match. But hail me if you want to talk, okay?” B'Elanna studied Kieran’s slender face for any hint of crumbling. 

“Okay. Thanks, Lanna. Give my love to No-Game,” she said softly, following the dark-skinned woman as they left the room.

_____________

Worf grunted and dove to avoid being struck by the Velocity disc, laughing heartily as he failed and Kieran won the match. “I never could beat you,” he growled, holding out his hand so she could help him back up.

Kieran assisted the muscular man to his feet. “You’re probably just out of practice. I have to play my daughter, Kit, frequently, so I stay sharp. She’s so good, Worf, it’s scary,” she bragged. 

Worf slipped his arm around Kieran’s shoulders. “Loser buys the bloodwine, I suppose?” he asked. 

“I’d better stick to juice or soda, since I have to go back to the bridge,” she replied apologetically. “How have you been, Worf? How’s life back on a ship treating you?” she asked, handing him a clean towel.  

“It is good to be back with the Captain,” he answered. “And your friend Stephanie Moss is an honorable woman. Enterprise will not be the same without her,” he said appreciatively. “I was lucky Captain Picard and Commander Moss were willing to give me a position,” he said softly. “Especially considering that I cannot be promoted any further up the line. I fear I am a liability.”

Kieran hugged him as they walked out of the Velocity range. “Are you crazy? You, a liability? Worf, there’s not a captain in this fleet who wouldn’t kill to have you on their ship. Me included,” she assured him. “If you ever need a posting, you hail me, and you’ll have it in a heartbeat. In fact, I’d give anything to have you running security and tactical,” she groused. “The guy I have just doesn’t impress me. But there’s no one better that’s available.” 

Worf started to reply, but suddenly, Chancellor P’Arth was there, blocking the entrance to the Chimera, and looking dismayed that Kieran had clearly found time to play Velocity, but not with the Chancellor. “Captain, Ambassador,” she said, not smiling. Kieran realized P’Arth actually looked as though her feelings were hurt. 

“Chancellor,” Worf bowed. “We were about to have a drink. Will you join us?” he offered.

Kieran said nothing.

P’Arth waited for Kieran to echo the invitation, and when she did not, P’Arth declined. “I imagine you have a lot of catching up to do. I don’t wish to intrude. Excuse me,” she said as though she were suddenly embarrassed. 

“Odd,” Worf noted, watching P’Arth hurry away.

“Not really,” Kieran put in. “I—told her the other day I doubted I had time to play a Velocity match with her. She caught me in my lie,” she explained. 

Worf gave Kieran a quizzical look. “Is there something I do not know about your history with the Chancellor?” he asked. 

“It’s a long story,” Kieran affirmed.

“Good. The longer the story, the more bloodwine I can drink,” he decided, bellying up to the bar.

______________

Shane Bilbrey exited the turbolift onto the Sato’s bridge, eyes darting around until she spotted Kieran Wildman. “Permission to come onto the bridge, Sir?” she asked, grinning wildly.

Kieran jogged up the ramp to the Ops station and gathered her into a lingering hug. “Shane,” she squealed, swinging her former star forward around. “It is so good to see you, kiddo. Are you ready for your interview?” she asked enthusiastically, setting her back on the deck again. 

“Yes, Ma’am,” she agreed, nodding. “I can’t thank you enough for—”

“Ah,” Kieran cut her off. “Come on, let’s go sit in my ready room,” she way-laid the Lieutenant Commander. “Laren, don’t run the ship into the Earth,” she called over her shoulder, laughing.

“Damn, Coach,” Shane snickered. “You’re just like you always were. It’s good to see that captaincy hasn’t eroded your sense of humor.”

Kieran slipped an arm around her shoulders. “I’ve always just been me, kiddo. Now listen, you are going to have to work hard to impress Mossy—er—Captain Moss,” she instructed. “She’s been serving with Jean-Luc Picard, and she is going to expect perfection, because he does,” she advised, seating them both on her couch. “But be honest with her. Mossy won’t take any crap, but she also won’t pull any punches.”

Shane folded her hands in her lap. “What about my record from the Academy?” she asked nervously. “It wasn’t exactly stellar, Coach,” she reminded her.

“No, but your record since you graduated command school is spotless,” Kieran replied.

Shane laughed. “And how would you know that, Captain?” she asked, amused.

Kieran crossed her arms. “Shane. Do you think I can’t tell you every detail of every record of every kid I ever coached at the Academy?”

She smiled. “You know, I should have figured you could. Seriously?”

Kieran sighed. “Ye of little faith. You got your first commendation in the field two months into your tour of duty aboard the Slayton,” she recited. “You rescued two of your crewmates from a landslide on Xerxes two,” she added smugly. “You were promoted to Lieutenant three months later, and took over tactical, where you were decorated six times in the next year. Shall I go on?” she asked, grinning at Shane’s expression. “Listen, I told you a long time ago, I will be all up in your business 'til the day you die, Bilbrey. I love you. I am not about to forget about you for a second, or lose touch, or forget your birthday, or miss any milestone in your career. Deal with it. You get me for a Coach, that’s a lifelong obligation.”

Shane was visibly moved. “Damn, Coach. You really do care,” she realized. “It’s great to see you. I’m sorry I couldn’t make your wedding,” she added. “We were patrolling the Cardassian border.”

Kieran took her hand. “The Wildwomen loved the gift you sent. It hangs in our bedroom,” she added, smiling. Shane had taken a photograph of the Wildwomen when Kieran had been released from the hospital, bald head and all, and she had put it in a hand carved  frame and sent it to Earth. “Listen, kiddo. You’re coming to the Captain’s Ball this week, aren’t you?”

Shane gave her an enigmatic look. “Captain’s Ball?”

Kieran smiled warmly. “Old ritual from my Voyager days, and Kathryn and I have kept it going all these years. I decided to make it a New Year’s celebration. You’re invited. Everyone who’s anyone will be there,” she advised her former star. 

“Sure, Coach, I’d love it. Thanks,” Shane agreed.

“Okay, now, Mossy will be here any minute, so I have to make this brief. She’s one of my oldest friends. Promise me you’ll watch her back. She’s almost as close to me as my own sister,” she said with emphasis, knowing Shane would understand the magnitude of that assessment.

Shane nodded. “I promise. If she makes me her first officer, I’ll dog her every step, like you did mine back in school.”

Kieran squeezed her hand. “Good. She’s a hell of an officer, Shane. Hey, be sure to see Kit and Naomi and Emily before you ship out with the Sagan. They’ll be pissed if they miss you,” she advised her old charge.  

“How are they all? I hear Kit is expected to be the youngest captain Starfleet has ever had,” she noted, smiling broadly. “Like your kid would do any less,” she teased. “And Coach, I’ve heard rumors about your time on that planet you and Seven got lost on that would curdle your blood. Is it true you put yourself on quarter rations for two months?”

Kieran grimaced. “You know the rumor mill, Shane. More shit than substance. Never believe what you hear,” she recommended, not wanting to confirm the stories for her former player. 

Shane regarded her skeptically. “Uh huh. I thought so,” she concluded, nodding her head. “Your mods to the survival manual are mandatory reading for every away team in the fleet now,” she commented. “I could tell from the changes you made that you were pretty close to extinction more than once. I’m really glad you’re okay.”

“Thanks,” Kieran replied, getting up to answer the chime to her ready room door. “That’ll be Stephanie. She’s like me, not huge on protocol, but until she tells you to relax it, don’t,” Kieran advised in a last minute effort to smooth the road. 

Shane dutifully stood at attention. Kieran smiled to herself. Shane would be fine.

_____________

Kathryn Janeway mingled among the guests, feeling utterly conspicuous in her ambassador’s robes while her family members were mostly in civilian clothes or uniforms. It felt peculiar to wear no pips and no pants, and Kathryn felt a pang of longing when she gazed over at Kieran in her uniform, looking at ease in the navy blue jumpsuit, red leather jacket, and red mock turtle neck. The boxiness of the uniform suited Kieran’s body, and Kathryn realized that her daughter’s wife was actually quite attractive, and growing more graceful in middle age. Gone was the gangly young woman who had romanced Kathryn’s chief engineer, the wise-cracking counselor whose sense of humor lightened the load of the Delta Quadrant. In her place was a thirty-nine year old woman, whose sparkling brown eyes still hinted at humor, but whose demeanor was matter-of-fact and forthright. Kieran had learned economy of motion from her martial arts studies with Kit, and she no longer gave the impression of loping or being uncertain what to do with her long arms and legs. She was poised. In fact, Kathryn realized, Kieran had adopted several of Kathryn’s mannerisms, including Kathryn’s tendency to pinch the bridge of her nose when she was frustrated, and the way Kathryn set her jaw when she was angry. Kathryn wondered absently if it had been conscious emulation, or simply adoption by familiarity. 

Seven of Nine slipped up beside her wife, smiling warmly. “You miss it already, don’t you?” she asked Kathryn, referring to her former rank as captain.

“No,” Kathryn readily replied, “just the comfort of the uniform,” she laughed. “This robe weighs a ton, and it’s hot,” she complained. 

Seven kissed Kathryn’s forehead, sliding Borg enhanced arms around the auburn haired Ambassador’s shoulders. “Yes, but you look regal, darling,” she complimented her wife. “And I am very proud of you.”

Kathryn smiled up at the blonde, quirking an eyebrow. “Why proud? I am no longer a senior officer, I have no rank,” she asked.

“Diplomacy is not a skill inherent to the Borg, as you may have noticed,” Seven teased. “Drones assimilate first and ask questions later or never,” she added. “Starfleet must think very highly of you to place you in this position of responsibility,” she explained. “There are so many worlds we know nothing about in the Beta Quadrant, and they are trusting you to make first contact with them. It is a formidable task,” she praised her wife. She noticed Kathryn watching Kieran. “She has risen to the pips admirably, don’t you think?” she asked the former captain.

Kathryn nodded. “She has. I was just musing about how much she’s changed since Voyager,” she added. 

“That, my love,” Seven said, smoothing a stray lock of Kathryn’s auburn hair behind a delicate ear, “is because she learned so much from you.” She smiled at Kathryn’s immediate tendency to protest. “You know it’s true, Kathryn. She has told me any number of times that you are the finest officer to ever put on a Starfleet uniform. I don’t know that she appreciated you fully, when we were in the Delta Quadrant, and she has admitted as much. But since you took over the Sato, and she served under you as your number one, she has begun to understand how good you really are at command. And how difficult it is to be an effective commanding officer,” Seven described. 

“Thank you for telling me,” Kathryn said softly. “One of the things she seems to have adopted from me is the tendency to be increasingly less expressive about her feelings, and she rarely if ever tells me things like that. I am not privy to her reflections, not like when she was my ship’s counselor.” Kathryn sighed. “That’s something I miss about her, actually. And something I wish she had not learned from me,” she added. “Bottling feelings up is dangerous. Hell, she’s the one that taught me that, and it disturbs me to see her doing it now.”

Seven nodded. “She is adept at it. I realized just how much so after we were rescued from the jungle planet, and I found out how much she had kept from me. I was hurt, and very angry about it. But I understand it, after living with you all these years, and with her. It’s nearly impossible to experience the full range of your emotions and not be consumed by them to the point of having it impair your decisiveness. Compartmentalizing things allows the commanding officer to emerge and be in control. And I am fortunate she did learn that skill, because had she not, I do not believe we would have survived that planet.” Seven’s glacier blue eyes glowed with a bittersweet remembrance of that time. 

Kathryn nodded. “I shudder sometimes, thinking about how your lives hung in the balance every day, and how the slightest error in judgment could have spelled disaster for you both. And for Erin,” she added, thinking of her youngest daughter fondly. “But I worry about Kieran now. I see more of myself in her than I am comfortable with,” she said with concern.

Seven hugged her close. “Don’t fret, my Kathryn. Kieran confides in Naomi, and they are as close as ever. They have a very strong bond, and they never withhold anything from one another. Kieran knows very well how to leave the pips in the hallway when she goes home at night, and Naomi demands nothing less.”

Kathryn smiled. “Then Naomi learned from you how to deal with being married to a tyrannical leader,” she joked. “I’m glad she had such a good role model.”

Kieran Wildman was perched on the edge of the sofa in her quarters, in fact, holding Naomi from behind, and Naomi was sitting straddling Kieran’s right leg. Naomi was laughing at something Cassidy was telling her, and Cameron was rolling her eyes at Cassidy’s story. B'Elanna was talking to P’Arth, explaining the various relationships of the guests, though it was unnecessary. Detara’s report had detailed everything about the Wildman and Janeway families, and P’Arth had every name and kinship memorized. 

Lenara Wildman was in the kitchen, talking to Ro Laren, who was watching wistfully as Kit, Emily and Jenny talked about their day, sprawling in the living room floor of Kieran’s quarters. Laren was pretending not to notice that Kit was spending more and more time with her wives, and she deliberately ignored the way they looked at each other, with abject desire and longing. 

“Are you comfortable with the arrangements, then?” Lenara was asking, the double entendre hanging palpably in the air. 

“For the negotiations?” Laren qualified. “Yes. Kit will be an excellent bodyguard for you. You trust her, don’t you?” she asked, her dark eyes registering hurt as she saw Kit kiss Emily. 

“I do. Do you?” Lenara asked, again with a double meaning. 

Laren sighed. “I do, but I had hoped to be able to do it myself. When Kieran and I laid out that plan, we didn’t know Starfleet was going to promote her right away.” Laren cut her eyes back to where Kit was sitting, noting that Emily was still kissing Kit.

Lenara knew exactly what Laren was thinking. “Well, then, as long as you’re at ease with the arrangements,” she offered.

“Why do I get the feeling we’re having two distinct conversations wrapped up in one?” she asked Lenara, irritated.

Lenara touched her hand. “Le’sharon,” she said softly, so no one else could hear. “You have to talk about it,” she urged her. “Your jealousy rolls off of you in waves,” she said in Trill, so only Laren would understand. 

Laren hung her head. “I don’t know what to do about it, Lenara. I know Kit is married to them. I know I should be able to accept their relationships with each other. I know Kit wants to be sexual with them both, and with me. And yet I can’t seem to get over that hurdle with her. I can’t let go.” She bit her lip, disgusted with herself. “I don’t know how to stop feeling abandoned when I think about her being with them again.”

Lenara nodded sympathetically. “I wish I could help. But the culture I was raised in accepted these situations and we were brought up to expect them. I can’t related to what you’re feeling at all. But I know who can,” she said gently. “Robin. She was blind and mad with jealousy when Naomi and I fell in love. Talk to her, Laren. Ask her how she got beyond that jealousy, how she came to see a broader context for our marriage. Maybe she can help you cope,” Lenara encouraged the Bajoran. 

Laren sipped her iced tea, shaking her head. “It’s embarrassing. You know?” she asked, eyes pleading for understanding. “I mean, how do I admit to Robbie that I won’t let my lover sleep with her wives? I have no rights, here, Lenara. I am the outsider, and yet, the three of them are allowing my insecurities to call the shots.” 

“I know, but dre’cadre, it is because they all love you so.” She watched Laren’s reaction, one of surprise. “Don’t tell me you can’t see it, Laren,” she admonished quietly. “Can’t you?”

Laren shrugged. “I know Jenny and Emily care about me, yes. But love me? I don’t see that.”

“Uncover your eyes, then,” Lenara said in Trill. “It is right in front of you, if only you will look.” Lenara took both of Laren’s hands. “This is a critical point in your relationship. Don’t put Kit in a position of having to choose between you and them. She loves you, Laren, but she will have to choose her marriage if you force her.”

“I know,” Laren admitted. “And I know that’s the right thing. I know I have to let her segue back into a sexual relationship with both of them. But I can’t be part of that myself, and so I cling to her—or suffocate her, more accurately.”

“Come stay with us, when they need to be together. You’re always welcome here. And I promise we’ll keep you distracted from your heartache. I also promise you that Kit will be so grateful to you for that freedom, it will change your bond with her in positive ways you can’t even imagine. Believe me, wapur’on, I speak from experience.”

Laren knew her insecurities were only going to cost her the woman she loved if she didn’t get them under control in short order. The pleading look on Lenara’s face solidified her resolve. Laren squared her shoulders. “Okay. No time like the present, I suppose.”

Lenara was stunned as the Bajoran strode across the room, leaned down and whispered something in Kit’s ear. 

Kit Wildman’s face registered pure bewilderment. “Are you sure, honey?” she asked aloud.

Laren nodded resolutely. “I am. As sure as I’ll ever be. So go on, before I let my better judgment scare me out of it,” she urged her lover. “I’ll stay here. Lenara knows what’s going on, and she promised to keep me distracted,” she added. She smiled at Jenny and Emily, helping them each off the floor in turn, and hugging them. “Go home,” she told them each. “I’ll be very late,” she promised. 

The three women stood there, dumbfounded, staring at Kit’s lover. They hesitated as if they didn’t quite trust what Laren was saying. 

Laren forced a smile. “I’m not kidding. Go on. Hail me when it’s safe to come home,” she instructed them. “Okay?”

Kit nodded mutely, then threw her arms around Laren, kissing her cheek. “I love you, Averone,” she said fiercely.  

Laren kissed her full on the mouth. “And I love you, Kittner. More than I have words for.”

_____________

Kit Wildman led her wives down the corridor to their quarters, none of them speaking, but each aware of the milestone they had reached. Laren was giving them permission to be together again. She had learned, at least marginally, to accept this form of a relationship. And maybe she would never participate in it, at least not beyond her relationship with Kit, but she was stretching, challenging herself to give Kit the freedom to embrace the type of life she wanted. She was learning to want for Kit what Kit wanted most for herself. 

And for Kit’s part, she had done her best to protect Laren’s vulnerability, but she had to admit to herself, she desperately wanted to be Emily and Jenny’s lover again. More than anything, she wished Laren would join them in Kit’s bed, but she knew that was too much, far too soon, and this much progress was phenomenal in and of itself. Wordlessly the three women slipped inside their quarters, headed to Kit’s bedroom, and dimmed the lighting. They lay down together, eager but restrained, sharing explorative kisses and gentle touches, slowly rekindling the passion that had made them a trinity in the first place. 

Kit had forgotten the way it felt to have both women pleasuring her nipples, and the instant that her wives slid their hands beneath her shirt, she was writhing against their fingertips, needful and vocal in her response. Emily’s kiss was so familiar, etched in Kit’s earliest memories of consensual intimacy, and she welcomed it greedily, brain suffused with the overwhelming flood of recall: their first time in Florida, the long months of their courtship and the dozens of times they made love, the innocence of discovering passion and surrender. And for Jenny, that same sense of discovery came rushing back, the early days with Kit, and what it was like to be loved with tenderness and patience and selflessness for the first time. 

As if they had never held themselves apart, the rhythm and seamlessness of their lovemaking returned, with all the willingness of their younger lives, and the exchange of meaningful looks and purposeful caresses. Kit felt her eyes fill with tears as Jenny whispered against her cheek, “Kyle, I want you so much. I’ve missed you.” Suddenly, Kit was barely twenty again, and Jenny was on one knee in the restaurant, proposing to her, looking so beautiful and perfect. “Corey,” she said through the lump in her throat. “I have never wanted to be away from you. I’m sorry it’s taken so long for this to work itself out,” she added, touching Jenny’s face with the softest of touches, then kissing her deeply. 

As their kiss broke, Kit found Emily’s mouth with her own, fingers tangled in Emily’s dark hair, tongue questing against Emily’s. It was familiar and yet foreign at the same time, the way Kit made love, because certainly she had learned things from Ro Laren, and she had changed over time. There was nothing impatient in Kit’s demeanor, and teasing had become a comfortable part of her sexual repertoire. If anything, Kit had become more skillful because loving a Bajoran required a good deal of finesse, and Emily was suddenly grateful for the things Laren had taught Kit. Jenny noticed immediately, too, and felt the same sense of gratitude. The long months of waiting and wondering seemed worth it, now. 

Kit was overcome with the knowledge that two women were undressing her, that these incredible women, her wives, had wanted her just as much as she had wanted them over the past few months of living together. There had been so much temptation, when she would see Jenny padding down the hallway in nothing but a towel, or when Emily was puttering in the kitchen in her bathrobe, and Kit knew all too well she had nothing else on beneath it. Kit had thought about pressing Emily against the kitchen counters, spilling the coffee grounds all over, making love to her right there, hiking her robe up around her hips and stroking her labia, lifting her up to penetrate the softness of her depths. She had imagined sneaking into the shower with Jenny, sitting on the tile bench with Jenny’s thighs draped on either side of her own, pleasuring her as the water kept them warm and wet and slick. Kit’s memories had been so acute, she could recall exactly the taste of Jenny’s kiss, of Emily’s nipples, of Jenny’s juices dribbling down her bottom lip as she devoured her. 

Somehow they were blessedly naked, then, the warmth and the silky texture of skin on skin so intense that Kit felt herself trembling, felt the flood between her legs, heard her own voice crying out as Jenny took her from behind and Emily from the front, nipples erect and throbbing in Emily’s mouth and fingers, her body electrified in every nerve ending as her wives loved her. Jenny’s fingers were so deep in her, creating a delicious burning sensation that made her gasp with frenzied lust. Emily’s finger fluttered over her clitoris, matching the cadence of tongue on breast, and Kit felt herself peaking unexpectedly, the combined sensations too much for her body to process without the inevitable explosion of blinding desire. Jenny felt Kit’s climax building and thrust frantically to heighten it, and Kit babbled incoherently as she came, clutching at Emily’s body and shuddering, forcing herself not to stop either of them, letting her body start that ascent again. Emily moved down Kit’s body, mouth earnest against Kit’s sex, head pointed toward Kit’s toes. Jenny’s penetration shifted from her vagina to the much tighter opening between Kit’s buttocks, and Kit groaned desperately as Jenny entered her abruptly with two fingers, just as Emily began to suckle her clit. 

Kit realized Emily’s own body was in perfect position for her to return the attentions, and she buried her face between Emily’s thighs, capturing her dripping sex in the heat of her mouth. Emily surged, and she moaned against Kit’s clit, forgetting herself for the moment and opening her legs wide. Kit reached behind her and found Jenny’s folds, stroking between them and discovering Jenny’s clit swollen and ready to be touched. Jenny pressed closer against Kit’s back, lifting her leg over Kit’s hip, teeth sunken in Kit’s shoulder as the need asserted itself. In a flurry of motion and passion, they loved one another, taking each other over that bright edge, only to begin again, shifting positions, the focal point changing with the passing of the hour. It had been so long, and their appetites for one another seemed insatiable, their capacity for pleasure incomprehensible. Kit remembered sucking Jenny’s clit a thousand times like this, with Jenny poised over her mouth, grasping the headboard, thighs rigid and muscles standing out, Kit’s tongue avid inside her, moving against her, slipping through fluid, lips trapping her clit to be mercilessly devoured, and Jenny so lovely, a sheen of sweat on her belly, gasping “don’t stop” until Kit brought her to orgasm, the shaking in Jenny’s legs rocking the bed as she came, clawing at the wall and crying out and begging to be eaten. 

Emily held Jenny from behind, also straddling Kit’s body, moving against Kit’s fingers while she fondled Jenny’s nipples, anchoring her as Kit sent her into a spasm of ecstasy. Emily loved watching them, as much as she loved touching them and being touched, and the sight of Jenny’s sex in Kit’s mouth drove Emily half mad with need. Without realizing it, Emily had begun to touch herself, and as Jenny moved off of Kit’s mouth and collapsed beside her, she saw Emily’s fingers where Kit’s also were. Jenny was mesmerized, and sat up to add her own fingers to the mix. Emily’s clit was slick and slippery, gliding over three fingers, each jockeying for dominance, and the fierceness of it made her come loudly and violently. Kit watched in fascination as Emily’s hips bucked and thrust, and Kit eased Emily down from her knees to lie in one arm. Jenny lay down in the other, all three women draped over each other in a tangle of arms and legs. Kit pressed her lips against Jenny’s forehead, fighting tears and losing.

“What, baby?” Jenny whispered, kissing the salty drop that streaked Kit’s cheek. 

Kit bit her lip, hand cradling Jenny’s head, golden eyes stinging. “I love you, that’s all,” she said hoarsely. “And I’d forgotten how good we are together,” she added, choking on the words.

Emily snuggled into her, reaching across Kit’s chest to touch Jenny. “Samurai,” she said faintly, letting Kit hug her closer. “Jenny and I never forgot.”

Jenny chuckled. “Yeah. It’s one reason we never gave up hope,” she teased, kissing Kit’s ruddy cheek. 

“That’s not all,” Kit admitted, letting Emily’s dark hair absorb her tears. “I’m scared about it—about what we did, and how Laren will deal with it,” she explained. 

Jenny hugged Kit’s waist. “She can’t very well give you license and then be angry,” she pointed out rationally. “And you know Lenara is working on her this very minute,” she added. 

“Yeah,” Emily agreed. “I saw her talking to Mom and then she came out and told us to leave together,” she recalled. “I bet Laren got an earful and decided to give us a break.”

Kit kissed Emily’s hair, eyes closing with emotion. “I’m so sorry, Ems,” she whispered. “I didn’t ever intend for anyone or anything to get in the way of our marriage. I know this is all my fault. But I’m too weak to walk away from her. Even when she and I did break up, I couldn’t stop thinking about her. She’s just so—isolated, you know? Lonely. But since she let herself love me, she’s let other people get closer to her, and I think she sees a future for all of us, now,” she said hopefully. 

Emily sighed gustily. “I hope she does, Sam. Because she has a way of getting under your skin, like a tattoo,” she said absently, touching her Trill markings at her temple. “I can’t imagine living here without her, now,” she said softly. “Can you, Jen?”

Jenny shook her head. “No. The whole atmosphere would change without her. And not for the better. But we have to keep being patient, and letting her find her way. We can’t push, especially not now. Let her come to the realization on her own that just because Kit is sexually involved with us doesn’t mean Laren gets excluded. And we need to be careful and respectful of her vulnerability, the way we were with Kit in the beginning—remember Ems?”

Kit flinched. “What do you mean?” she asked defensively.

Emily laughed, tracing her fingertips over Kit’s chest. “Honey, you were skittish as hell in the beginning. Jenny and I had to force ourselves to remember how tentative everything was with you, especially that weekend in Hawaii.”

Kit smiled. “Yeah, because you two couldn’t keep your hands off each other.”

“Like you, with Laren,” Jenny pointed out. “Now that you know what that madness feels like, can you forgive us?” she asked, frost-white eyes intent and serious.

“Of course I can. And you’re right, I get it now,” Kit agreed. “But you guys have to understand, when I was with each of you, individually, I was still pretty messed up by my childhood. I was so used to shutting off my feelings, forcing myself to numbness, that I only let my love for you glance off the surface. The reason it was so different with Laren is that I am so much healthier emotionally,” she explained. 

Jenny nodded. “You are. And it shows. I was really proud of you for not tearing P’Arth’s jugular vein out with your teeth tonight,” she complimented Kit’s restraint. 

Kit’s face darkened. “It took every ounce of will power,” she confided. “I picture her slugging Kieran and I want to take her to the dojo and whip her ass,” she snarled. 

Emily smiled faintly. “You and half the guests tonight. I saw Cassidy glowering at her from across the room, and Seven kept looking at P’Arth as if she were an insect,” she giggled. “And poor B'Elanna, she looks so unhinged whenever P’Arth talks to her,” she noted.

“I saw that too,” Kit agreed. “What the hell do you suppose that’s about?”

Jenny propped her head up on her hand. “Probably the contradictions in her head. She knows P’Arth is the same person who hurt Kieran, and yet, P’Arth is so—damned polite, and unassuming, especially for a Klingon. I think Lanna just hasn’t got a clue what to make of her,” she decided. 

“She sure has a weird relationship with her attendant, don’t you think?” Kit put in, thinking of Detara. 

“Not weird, just clandestine,” Emily observed. “They’re lovers. I’m sure of it.”

“No way,” Kit replied. “P’Arth is Mom’s age, and Detara is younger than us,” she protested. 

Jenny laughed. “Yeah, the age difference is about the same as you and Laren,” she teased. 

“Bite me,” Kit chuckled, gouging Jenny’s ribs. 

Jenny waggled her eyebrows. “I think I just did, or have you forgotten my teeth sinking into your shoulder?”

Kit shivered. “Damn, Jen, that made me hot,” she confessed. “It was so—out of control.”

“Okay, you two, before you get all worked up again flirting, let’s get showered and hail Laren. I don’t want to make this a marathon and alienate her,” Emily scolded them. 

Jenny nodded. “You’re right. We have to handle it just so.” Then she grinned wickedly, and did her best imitation of the Wicked Witch of the West. “These things must be done del-i-cately,” she cackled. “Or you hurt the spell.” 

Kit laughed, hugging her close. “You are a nutjob, Corinne. Just like my mother,” she accused. 

Jenny smiled smugly. “Not a bad role model, if I do say so myself,” she opined.

_____________

P’Arth had kept Cassidy and Cameron Thompson in a discussion for the better part of an hour, asking questions about the dimension they had come from, about their lives there. They graciously told her the entire tale of their move to the current dimension, though it made Cassidy squirm to be near this woman.

“And Kieran accepted you,” P’Arth stated more than asked, “as though you were the sister she had lost.”

Cassidy nodded. “It was a fair trade. My Kieran was dead, her Cassidy was dead, and we became sisters in their places,” she explained. 

Cameron smiled warmly at her wife, who looked dapper in her Starfleet uniform. Cassidy was so proud to have received her ensign’s pip after months of study, she rarely went anywhere without her uniform on. Somehow, it made the younger Thompson feel even closer to her sister, if that were humanly possible. 

“And how is it, serving under your sister’s command?” P’Arth wondered. “I don’t believe I could ever take orders from my brother. But then, he is a P’taQ,” she confided, chuckling and leaning closer to Cassidy in a conspiratorial manner. 

Cassidy found herself at ease after such a long conversation with P’Arth, and the thought unnerved her and made her guard go back up again. “Kieran is a stellar commander,” she bragged. “I’ve never once regretted being her subordinate. But then, she never lords it over me, either. She’s not like that,” she defended her sibling. “And she has shared everything with Cam and I—her father, who acts as though I am his flesh and blood, her children, her extended family, her wealth—all of it. Kieran has never once treated me as though we aren’t related. I have no doubt in my mind that she treats me exactly as she would have her real sister,” she explained. 

Cameron nodded enthusiastically. “She’s very loyal. In fact, almost every basketball player she ever coached is on this ship, except the ones who are in command positions,” she added. 

“There were a couple I couldn’t find room for,” Kieran supplied as she joined them. “But I’m working on it,” she laughed. “I figure if they tolerated me as a coach, they probably won’t stage a mutiny against me as their captain,” she contended, grinning. “Chancellor, is there anything I can get you?” she offered, minding her manners. 

“I don’t suppose you have any real bloodwine, do you, Lukara?” P’Arth asked quietly. “Not that synthehol swill,” she added, so no one but the four of them could hear. 

Kieran could not believe P’Arth had called her by the pet name she had used for Kieran when they were lovers. “As a matter of fact, Chancellor,” she emphasized the formality of the title, “I do. I’ll get it.” 

Kieran went into the kitchen to search the cabinets. Cameron eyed the Chancellor suspiciously, wondering why Kieran had blushed and hurried away. “What did you call her?” Cameron asked, trying to keep her tone even, but bristling protectively. 

Cassidy put a restraining hand on Cameron’s forearm, nothing obvious, but the gesture conveyed exactly what she needed it to. 

Cameron exhaled slowly, calming herself and nodding at Cassidy.

“Lukara,” P’Arth replied easily. “It was a nickname for her back at the Academy,” she explained. “It’s a shame you never knew her back then.” Seeing that they were not satisfied with her answer, she continued. “Lukara is a legendary figure in Klingon mythology,” she explained. “She was the lover of Kahless. His mate. To call a Klingon woman ‘Lukara’ is a very high compliment—it is—comparable to calling a human woman an angel, or a goddess,” she detailed for them. 

Cameron wasn’t Starfleet, and she didn’t feel it was her obligation to treat this woman as though she were a Queen. She pressed on. “I thought you and Kieran parted company on less than friendly terms,” she pointed out. 

P’Arth bowed slightly at the waist in acknowledgment. “Is any break-up ever completely friendly?” she asked mildly. “We were both very young, and very foolish. The past is nothing more than a shadow,” she philosophized. “And certainly, Kieran has outdone herself, to be married to a scientist of Lenara Kahn’s reputation. She must be very proud of that match,” she added a bit enviously. 

Cassidy’s eyebrows narrowed, her green eyes throwing off sparks. “I’d say Lenara is the one who is proud to be married to Kieran,” she corrected the Chancellor. “Pride is not something Kieran indulges in with regard to her own life. Only her children’s lives.” 

Kieran returned then, a chalice of bloodwine in each hand. “Chancellor,” she handed P’Arth the drink. “To your health,” she offered, toasting the Klingon.

“And yours, Captain,” she returned, throwing back a healthy gulp. “This is excellent. Where did you get such a fine vintage?”

Kieran smiled. “A belated wedding gift from Worf,” she replied. “I hope my sister and her wife haven’t been boring you,” she said, winking at Cassidy. 

“Not at all,” P’Arth said lightly. “I was explaining to them why I used to call you Lukara. Your sister-in-law reminded me we parted less than amicably,” she added, grinning at Kieran. “I told them we were young and foolish, nothing more.”

Kieran hid her reaction, but her brain screamed at her to lay the truth before this arrogant woman. You call beating me senseless the folly of youth? “You’ve done well for yourself, P’Arth,” she replied, using her name for the first time. “You have a fine son, a noble house, and you lead your people with distinction,” Kieran deflected P’Arth’s reminiscing. 

P’Arth glowed with the praise. “Thank you, Kieran. I am just as taken with your daughter. She is a beautiful girl. She has the heart of a warrior.” P’Arth studied her old flame. “She has never been to Qo'noS?” she asked.

Kieran shook her head, swallowing a mouthful of bloodwine. “No. But since the Sato is going to be exploring the Beta Quadrant, she’ll get her chance,” she replied, trying to keep her irritation beneath the surface. “B'Elanna and I will make sure she has every opportunity to explore her heritage,” she added, not allowing the defensiveness to creep into her voice. 

“We have exemplary schools on the homeworld,” P’Arth tried to sound persuasive. “Many children in your culture study abroad a year, do they not?” she asked. 

“Abroad, yes, across light years, no,” Kieran said tersely. “Please don’t fill my daughter’s head full of dreams of going to school on Qo'noS,” she added. “She’s impressionable, and immature for her age.”

“B'Elanna coddles her?” P’Arth asked, not intending to sound offensive. 

“We both do,” Kieran admitted. “We don’t see the point in her growing up too quickly. Chancellor, my wife is giving me an imploring look. Will you excuse me?” she lied, raising her glass in salute.

“Of course,” P’Arth acquiesced. She watched Kieran glide into the kitchen where Lenara was waiting. She shook her head. “Lenara Kahn,” she said, awed. 

Cassidy spotted Laren in a corner, brooding. “I need to say hello to Laren. Honey, do you want to come?” she asked Cameron.

Cameron nodded. “Excuse us,” she said to the Chancellor, not in the warmest tone of voice. 

Ro Laren had taken root in a corner chair, mind churning with images of Kit making love to her wives. She sipped spring wine, hoping to deaden the doubts and take the edge off the jealousy. 

Cameron Thompson unlaced her fingers from her wife’s, stopping Cassidy. “She looks like she needs a private talk. You go on,” she urged her wife. “I’m going to make sure Kieran is okay.”


Cassidy nodded. “Thanks, honey.”

Laren only looked up when Cassidy perched on the arm of the overstuffed chair, her long legs dangling over the side. Cassidy Thompson wasn’t nearly as tall as her sister, but she was a couple of inches taller than Laren, and slender. Laren didn’t smile up at her.

“Hey,” Cassidy said softly. “You look like you’re not enjoying the party,” she offered. “What’s bothering you? Is it P’Arth?”

Laren sighed. “That, too. Damn, Cass, I wish she’d stop being so—so—”

“Normal? Unpredictable?” Cassidy ventured, smiling faintly. 

“I wish she’d act like what she is—a murderer and an arrogant ass,” Laren said, biting her words off. “But she doesn’t even act like a Klingon, let alone the worst of that species,” she noted, frustrated. “But that’s not what I was thinking about.”

Cassidy slid down from the arm of the chair, and sat in the floor at Laren’s feet, resting her hands on Laren’s knees. “What, then?” she asked quietly. “Something’s got you upset.”

Laren cocked an eyebrow. “And exactly how do you know that?” she demanded.

“Laren,” Cassidy chuckled. “I know you. You’re my closest friend on this ship, other than my family. Besides, when you’re upset, your forehead wrinkles up, so that it matches the wrinkles on the bridge of your nose,” she added, reaching up and tracing the furrows in Laren’s brow. “You almost look Klingon yourself.” 

“Swell,” Laren groused. She sighed. “It’s Kit.”

Laren proceeded to explain to Cassidy that she was feeling as though she would lose her lover, unless she allowed Kit to be intimate with her wives again, and that the tension in their home was palpable because of the sexual repression going on. She detailed how Lenara had counseled her to try harder to let go of her jealousy and fear.

“But you’re still jealous and afraid,” Cassidy stated. “I would be, too.”

Laren’s face softened perceptibly. “You would?”

“Listen,” Cassidy replied, “I love my sister, don’t get me wrong. But I couldn’t be in the situation she’s in for love or money,” she admitted. “I am a very possessive woman, and if anyone looked at Cam the way the Wildwomen look at each other, I’d go into a rage, I’m sure.” Cassidy glanced over at Kieran, who was talking to Cameron. 

Laren smirked. “How do you manage to overlook the fact that your wife is attracted to your sister?” she smarted. “And how does she overlook your infatuation with Seven of Nine?”

Cassidy smacked Laren’s leg playfully. “Nimrod. We’re not dead, you know. But we both know where we want to be. I always know Cam is coming home to me—for starters because Kelsey would never cross a line with Cam, or vice versa. But also because Cam and I have talked about it—about the whole fanu’tremu concept, and neither of us would ever be willing to go down that particular road. I may be conceited, I don’t know, but I want to know I am ‘it’ for my lover, and she is ‘it’ for me.” Cassidy ran her fingers through her close cropped, sandy blonde hair, in a gesture reminiscent of Kieran. “I don’t blame you for being weird about Kit sleeping with Emily and Jenny.”

Laren lay her hand on Cassidy’s. “Thanks. I know Lenara must think I’m the most closed-minded woman alive, but this is really hard for me.”

“Then why did you agree to do it, Ro?” Cassidy asked softly, noting the pained look in Laren’s dark eyes. “Why put yourself through it?”

“Truthfully?” Laren asked. “Because Kit is the only person I’ve ever fallen in love with. Ever. And I was in love with her decades before I ever met her,” she said in a far away voice. 

Cassidy lifted her chin. “Care to explain that?” she asked. 

Laren told Cassidy all about the orb and her vision of Kit, and how she felt the Prophets had guided her to find Kit, and intended them to be together. “Only, they didn’t warn me that she would be married already,” she complained. 

“When you decided to move in with Kit and the girls,” Cassidy probed, “what did you think would happen?”

“I didn’t think,” Laren confided. “I just knew I couldn’t stand the pain of not having Kit in my life. I had so many walls, before I met her, and once you’ve taken them down, and let a little light in the dungeon, it’s damned hard to go back to darkness.” She sipped her wine. “And I do feel close to Emily and Jenny, like they are my family, now, in certain regards. Only, I can’t imagine all of us sleeping together. It’s just too—I don’t even know the words for it,” Laren exhaled gustily. 

“I think I get it,” Cassidy sympathized. “It’s hard enough to be intimate with one person, to take that risk. But several people at one time is unthinkable. I’m the same way. I have a hard time letting anyone see inside me, and Cameron is the only one, except Kieran, who ever really has.”

“Which Kieran?” Laren asked, smiling.

“My first Kieran,” Cassidy replied. “When we were kids. We were so close, Laren. But she grew up to be someone I couldn’t be vulnerable with, eventually. Something in her changed when Robin Lefler tried to kill herself—it damaged Kelsey, and she withdrew from me, and from Lenara, to a certain extent. I think she felt responsible for Robin, and it was too much. And then when Lenara started to have feelings for Robin, well, Kelsey just clammed up.”

Laren breathed deeply. “I have a hard time imagining any Kieran but ours,” she confessed. “Yours—she was a lot different, it sounds like.” 

“She was angry. Bitter, even,” Cassidy agreed. “Partly because my daughter died, and Kieran was very close to her. But also because Kieran settled in San Francisco to be with Lenara, and it stymied her own career in a lot of ways. Both she and Lenara made huge sacrifices. The difference was, Lenara never thought twice about it. Kieran did. And it eroded her sense of peace with the world.” Cassidy considered a moment. “You know, the Kieran in this dimension, she’s suffered a lot, but she’s a much better person for it. My Kieran had a fairly easy life, and she didn’t grow much between high school and the time she died. When this Kieran,” she inclined her head toward Kieran Wildman, “showed up in our dimension, it was like getting back the Kieran I had wanted mine to become, if that makes sense.”

“It does, actually,” Laren allowed. “I wish I could go to some other dimension and find a Kit that was interested in monogamy. A Kit that thinks I’m enough,” she added gloomily. 

So that was it. Laren equated Kit’s unwillingness to commit solely to her as tantamount to Kit saying Laren was enough, by herself, to keep Kit happy. 

“Hey,” Cassidy said sternly, “That is not the issue. I know because Kit and I have talked about it any number of times. She loves you Laren. If she had met you first, she would have married you. But she didn’t meet you first, and she had solid commitments already.”

“How do I stop feeling so damned inadequate, then? Like I could never measure up to Jenny and Emily,” she confided. “That’s how it feels to me. Almost like Kit keeps me around because she feels sorry for me, not because she really wants to be with me.”

“Funny,” Cassidy noted, “because Ems and Jenny have worried about the same thing with you—that they can’t measure up. At least, that’s something they’ve both expressed to me.” She studied Laren’s reaction to that information, and clearly, Laren was stunned.

“They—think that? That they can’t measure up? But they’re so perfect, so—Prophets, Cass, those two are the envy of the ship, partly because they are married to Kit and to each other, but also because of who they are themselves. Especially Emily, because she’s so famous now for her writing.”

“Believe it, Laren,” Cassidy assured her. “Emily never forgets for a second about her past. She sees it as a huge offset to anything she accomplishes, as if the scales were tipped and she has to keep trying to even them. Jenny just feels like she’s nothing special at all.”

“But she is,” Laren protested. “Have you seen her artwork? Read her poetry?” Laren insisted.

Cassidy grinned at the defensiveness in Laren’s tone. “Honey, listen to yourself,” she said softly. “You sound like a lover defending her intended.”

Laren bit her lip. “I do?” Cassidy nodded. “How the hell do I reconcile all this in my head, Cass? Part of me is jealous because Kit is with someone else. And part of me is jealous because Emily and Jenny are with someone who isn’t me.” 

“You could go join them,” Cassidy contended. She burst out laughing at Laren’s expression. “Okay, maybe you’re not ready for that,” she teased. 

Chancellor P’Arth joined the two women, wondering what sort of conversation they were so engrossed in. She quickly ascertained that Laren was upset about something. She insinuated herself into their space, offering bloodwine to Laren. “Something stronger may be in order than spring wine,” she said simply. 

Cassidy glowered at the Chancellor, but excused herself. “Laren, if you want to talk some more, you know where to find me.” 

“Was it something I said?” P’Arth asked as Cassidy left abruptly. 

Laren accepted the chalice of wine and sipped it. “Your history with Kieran makes everyone a bit leery of you,” she said candidly. 

“What about you?” P’Arth asked, squatting down in the floor to meet Laren’s eye. 

“I’m the former security chief. Nothing much intimidates me,” she said in a warning tone. “You spend years in captivity, you lose your capacity for fear.” 

P’Arth let out a booming laugh. “Spoken like a true warrior,” she complimented the Bajoran. “You understand what it is to walk the River of Blood,” she added, drinking her own bloodwine. 

“River of blood?” Laren asked, not understanding. 

“I could show you,” P’Arth offered. “On your holodeck.” She looked around her. “The party seems to be breaking up, anyway.” 

“All right,” Laren agreed. She needed a distraction. “Will it take much programming?”

“None. Your L-Cars database has the ceremony in its memory, so the holodeck can reproduce the setting. Have you ever felt the sting of a Klingon pain stick?”

Laren was intrigued. “No. But I’ve always been curious.” 

“Then I will teach you. We will find out if you have the heart of a warrior,” P’Arth decided.

“Well, mine only has four chambers, not eight, but I’ll do my best,” Laren joked. 

P’Arth grinned. “It is the mark of great warriors when they can smile in the face of pain. When they welcome it.” 

_____________

Kate Pulaski threw back the last of her Wild Turkey, laid down her cards, and grinned at Amanda Brand. “Gin,” she said triumphantly, reaching for the pile of credit chits. 

Amanda shook her head, smiling ruefully. “How the hell can you drink all night and still win at cards?” she asked her old friend.

“I’ve got a hollow wooden leg,” Kate deadpanned, gathering up the deck of cards. “And I need to stretch it, so don’t bother calling a transport,” she added before Amanda could tap her communicator pin. 

“Are you sure? Kate,” she scolded, “it’s nearly two a.m.”

“I like walking. I can’t afford to get lazy, at my age. Now that I’m not working, I’m getting soft. Haven’t you noticed I’ve put on weight?”

Amanda laughed at her crotchety determination. “I can’t tell, if you have. Come on, I’ll walk you home,” she insisted, pushing away from the table.

“Like hell,” Kate protested. “You have to work tomorrow. You’re going to have sandbags under your eyes, as it is,” she lectured. “I’ll see you Thursday,” she added, heading for the door.

“Thursday?” Amanda asked absently, not remembering the occasion.

“Dinner, at my house. Kieran and her wives and Kathryn and Seven and Kit and her crew,” she reminded the Admiral, rolling her eyes. “And they say I’m senile. Honestly, Amanda, if you didn’t have some adjutant nagging after you, you’d forget to wipe your ass,” she accused, chuckling. “You’re bringing dessert, in case you forgot that, too,” the old doctor needled her. “Well,” she said as she turned to go, “thanks for lining my pockets. Let’s play again soon,” she cackled. 

“Good night, Kate. See you Thursday,” Amanda waved her out the door, laughing at her friend’s self-satisfied gloating. 

The air was crisp and the New Year was fast approaching, and Kate Pulaski wondered for the thousandth time if she had retired too early. By anyone’s standards, she was certainly old enough to be idle, but the lethargy wore on her, and she was afraid of becoming feeble. An active life had kept her going this long. 

Space travel might be just the thing. Kieran would activate her to serve on the Sato, if Kate asked, in a cold minute. And Starfleet wouldn’t care one way or the other, since her pay was the same on active duty or on a pension. She could work shorter hours than when she ran the Academy med center, and no one would fault her for that. Amanda had encouraged her to talk it over with Kieran, assuring Kate that if she wanted to go back to active duty, she’d have Amanda’s backing and certainly, Kieran’s.  And she would get to see Kieran, Robin and Kathryn, not to mention Kit and Emily. She decided to contact Kieran first thing the next morning, set the wheels in motion. Retirement was akin to obsolescence, and Kate Pulaski had plenty of drunken nights and rowdy card games left in her. 

Admit it, Kate, she sneered inwardly. You want to be with Joely. 
As if the thought of her lover summoned her from the vastness of space, Joely Winfield came striding down the sidewalk, smiling. “I’ve been sending you replies to your comm message all night,” she laughed. “You said it was important.”

Kate held out her hands for her lover, nodding. “It is. I’m going to ask Kieran to reactivate me on the Sato,” she informed the taller woman. “That is, if you still want me to live with you,” she amended, not intending to be presumptuous. 

Joely never saw the shadow that moved behind Kate. She never noticed the cloaked figure behind the oak tree. Only when the blade appeared did Joely react, and it was nearly too late. The Kut’Luch penetrated her side, shattering ribs and tearing through to her left kidney. Kate screamed as Joely dropped to the sidewalk, blood pulsing out of her torso. Somehow Kate had the presence of mind to request an emergency transport to the Sato’s sickbay. It was the longest three seconds of her life.

“Joely,” she gasped, kneeling beside her broken body as they both materialized, “stay with me.” She stepped out of the way as the medics moved the fallen woman to a biobed and E appeared, snapping into action. 

He went into surgical protocol and asked Kate if she wanted to assist. Kate didn’t know how to explain that she had a conflict, and she stood there, dumb, shaking her head. E didn’t waste any time. 

“Kate,” Joely croaked out the word. She was ghostly white, and her forehead was spattered with blood and beads of sweat, the pain evident on her face.

Kate moved beside her biobed, gripping her hand. “I’m here. Oh, Jesus, Joely, I love you,” she stammered, overcome by the sight of her lover’s blood spilling all over the sickbay floor. 

“I’m putting you under, Doctor,” E advised her, pressing a hypospray to Joely’s throat. 

Kate kissed her full on the mouth before Joely lost consciousness, whispering in her ear “Don’t leave me, Jay. I need you.”

___________

Kieran Wildman was accustomed to being awakened in the middle of the night, since captaincy was tantamount to sleep deprivation. She grumbled her apologies to her wives, stumbling out of bed and into the living room where her workstation was beeping at her. She noted silently that it was no wonder Kathryn had been testy most of the years they were on Voyager. The woman never got eight hours of uninterrupted sleep. 

Amanda Brand’s solemn face shimmered into focus on the workstation holovid, and Kieran was startled. “Amanda, what’s wrong?” she asked, alarmed at the washed out appearance of the Admiral’s complexion.

“Kieran,” she began, setting her jaw, “Kate Pulaski was damn near murdered half an hour ago,” she managed, though her anger and indignation made her lips white as the blood drained away. “She was on her way home from my house when—” Amanda faltered, pressing her fingertips into her eye sockets. “Joely Winfield saved her life. Joely’s in sickbay. Kieran, she took a puncture wound from a Kut’Luch that was very, very bad.” 

Kieran’s heart nearly failed. “Kut’Luch? Like—a ritual Klingon assassination attack?” she demanded, instantly thinking of the Chancellor. 

Amanda nodded. “But I know what you’re thinking, and the authorities have already checked it out. P’Arth was on board her ship at the time. In fact, their transporter logs show she only visited your ship this evening. It wasn’t one of them. Though that was the first assumption I made, as did Starfleet Security. Which means someone may have wanted us to think it was the Klingons.”

“A frame up?” Kieran clarified, trying to let the news sink in. “Amanda, is there anything I can do?” she asked, biting her lip. Kate Pulaski. Who would want to hurt her?

“I’m meeting Kate in your sickbay. You could come along.” 

The Admiral looked so bewildered, Kieran agreed immediately. “Amanda, you look so lost,” she said sympathetically, ignoring the way her own heart clutched in her chest. Kate Pulaski. “Of course I’m going. Joely is my CMO, and Kate is one of my dearest friends. I’ll meet you in the transporter room.”

“Thank you. I—know you have the upcoming negotiations to think about, and you have better things to do than baby-sit me,” Brand admonished herself. 

“Was there any—motive for the crime? Robbery, maybe?” Kieran asked, truly flummoxed. 

Amanda sighed. “She and I had been playing cards and she thumped me as usual. But surely nobody would kill her for a couple hundred credits. Would they?” she asked absently. The Admiral shook her head. “It doesn’t make a bit of sense, Kieran. I mean, who would be carrying around a bladed weapon in San Francisco at two in the morning?”

Kieran scowled. She knew P’Arth was behind this, she just didn’t know how. 

“Kate doesn’t have any enemies,” Amanda continued, troubled by the thought. “I mean, she is tough as duranium, and meaner than a targ in heat, but—would a student have a vendetta?” she wondered. 

“Make sure Starfleet Security checks her academic course records. Find out if anyone she ever flunked is here right now,” Kieran suggested. 

___________

Kate Pulaski sat woodenly beside Joely Winfield, waiting for her to regain consciousness. How many times had she been the physician working on someone whose loved ones were anxiously waiting for her to perform a miracle? How many times had she been obligated to report with as much equanimity as she could muster, that someone had taken leave of this world? Kate held her face in her hands. The very worst moment of her life, before now, was telling Kieran Thompson that her fiancée, Naomi Wildman, was terminally ill. 

Kate didn’t hear Kieran and Amanda come in. Kieran knelt before the former CMO of Starfleet Academy, resting her hands on Kate’s knees. “Are you okay, Kate?” she asked softly. You could have knocked Kieran Wildman over with a feather when Kate Pulaski burst into tears and threw her arms around the Sato’s Captain. Kieran rubbed her back gently. “It’s okay, honey,” she said quietly. “Doctor E says she’s going to make it,” Kieran assured her. 

Kate exhaled raggedly, worn out. “There was so much blood,” she replied, and Kieran wondered if Kate was in shock. 

“Kate,” Amanda said gently, “your arm is a mess,” she observed. Kate’s forearm was abraded and blood encrusted. “Are you all right?”

Kate nodded, wiping impatiently at her face. “Joely knocked me down on the sidewalk. If she hadn’t I’d have been dead,” she related. 

“Computer,” Kieran barked, standing back up, “activate EMH.” E materialized in an instant, puzzled at being recalled.

He moved toward the biobed, assuming something was wrong with Joely. 

“No, Doctor,” Kieran asserted tersely. “You forgot Kate,” she stressed.

He blanched. “She didn’t say she was hurt,” he defended himself. “But that’s a nasty gash,” he allowed. “Let me get an antibacterial hypospray and we’ll get that cleaned up,” he said to Kate. “Why didn’t you tell me you needed treatment?” he asked, dismayed.

“I—didn’t know,” she admitted apologetically. “I had other things on my mind,” she added.

“Yes, so I saw,” he retorted, trying to tease the doctor. “I don’t believe Doctor Winfield needed mouth to mouth, however, Doctor Pulaski,” he chided her. 

Joely was awake and caught the last comment. “That was a kiss, you photonic idiot,” she said groggily, reaching for Kate. “Are you all right?” she asked gently, trying to sit up.

Kate leapt up. “Yes, but don’t move, Joely. For God’s sake, you lost a kidney,” she scolded her lover. 

“Ah, well that explains why I’m in agony,” she smarted. “I thought maybe some Jem Hadar worked me over,” she quipped. 

Joely grimaced, but let out a bark of laughter as she spotted Kieran and Amanda, who were standing there with their chins on the floor, still stunned at the fact that Joely and Kate had been kissing. “Honey,” she said to Kate, “you’d better say something before those two sprain their jaws,” she teased the Captain and the Admiral.

Kate smiled through her lingering tears. “Snap out of it, you two,” she ordered them. “Kieran, as long as you’re here, I want to join your crew. I was planning to contact you in the morning, but since I’ve got your attention,” she chuckled.

Kieran stood there, mouth opening and closing, no sound coming out. Finally, she stammered, “you do?”

Kate nodded resolutely. “Yes, and speaking strictly as a doctor, you need me, from the looks of things. I am not about to send Joely off with only him,” she jerked her thumb in the direction of E, “to look after her health.” She crossed her arms, fixing Kieran with a glare. “Well?”

Kieran nodded mutely. “I uh—I’ll put the order through in the morning. I’ll have the quarter master assign you to quarters,” she managed to say. 

“Not necessary. I’m living with Joely,” Kate announced. 

Amanda closed her mouth. “You told me you were considering reactivating,” she said petulantly, “but you didn’t tell me the whole story, apparently,” she accused.

“Get over it,” Kate shot back. “You’re just pissed because no one will play cards with you anymore.” She studied the two women, then smiled. “Go ahead,” she taunted them. “Lay into me.”

Kieran swallowed her surprise, and a slow smile swept across her face. “I think it’s awesome,” she pronounced. “Better than awesome,” she enthused. She crept up beside Joely, gazing down at her. “Thank you for saving my surrogate mother’s life,” she said sincerely, leaning down to kiss Joely’s forehead. 

Joely smiled. “You’re welcome. But that doesn’t give you the right to sexually harass me, Captain,” she needled her CO. 

Kieran stuck her tongue out. “You’ve been making out with my pseudo-mother, don’t start giving me a bunch of shit,” she threatened. “I could write you up for elder abuse, if you’re really going to live with Kate.”

Joely howled with laughter, then doubled in pain. “Damn, KT, don’t make me laugh,” she begged. 

Kate scowled at her. “Elder abuse?” she said snottily. “I think I’ve been slandered.”

Amanda hugged her old friend. “The best defense for an accusation of slander is the truth,” she teased. “Jesus, Kate, couldn’t you find anyone within two generations of your own age to date?”

“Three’s a charm,” Kate said with a smirk. “Besides, it’ll take someone that young to keep pace with me,” she boasted. 

Kieran laughed happily. “I don’t doubt that a bit. I’ve seen you in a bathing suit,” she flirted. 

Amanda folded her arms in a fit of pique. “Am I the only heterosexual left in this quadrant?” she demanded. “Did you put something in the water, Kieran?”

Kieran grinned. “Have a glass and find out,” she teased, waggling her eyebrows. “Then tell me if I look better to you, suddenly.” She nudged Amanda. “My first wife is straight, too, you know, so it can’t be all my fault half the women on my ship are gay,” she contended playfully.

Amanda ignored Kieran’s half-hearted flirtation. “Yes, I’m imagine a marriage to you was sufficient to send poor B'Elanna screaming back to men,” she replied. “Kate, are you sure you’re both okay?” she asked, still worried.

“I can only speak for myself. And I will tell you, if fear is any measure of longevity, I lost five years off my life expectancy tonight,” Kate admitted, touching Joely’s hand. It was as close to sentimental she ever got short of a crisis. 

“I feel reasonably good, considering,” Joely answered. “After all, Kate just granted my Christmas wish—albeit, too late for the holiday, but better late than never,” she teased her lover. 

Kate scowled playfully. “Watch it, Doctor, or I’ll stay retired and keep taking Amanda’s money,” she threatened.

Amanda laughed. “Joely, you’d better not let her change her mind. I’d like to retire myself, someday, and she keeps ransacking my retirement savings,” she deadpanned. 

Kate’s smile softened, and she got a bit misty-eyed. “I’m not changing my mind, Jay,” she promised. “Not this time.”

E looked up as the sickbay doors whooshed open, and Laren came in with the Chancellor. They were both intoxicated, and both bleeding, but they were singing a bawdy Klingon drinking song and laughing as they staggered in. Kieran picked up on some of the language of the song, noting the words “brave”, “deeds”, and “honor”. 

“Commander,” E sounded disgusted. “You can replicate your own anti-intoxicant.”

Laren playfully smacked his face repeatedly. “Oh, Doctor,” she admonished him, palm glancing off his cheek. “We have wounds. We are warriors. Heal us, physician.” 

“Yes,” P’Arth agreed, hiking her tunic to reveal bloody burns on her sides. “The River of Blood flows with our own,” she noted.

A collective gasp went around the room at the sight of the singed flesh. E shook his head. “Klingons,” he muttered. “You could have put the pain sticks on a lower setting, you know,” he complained, gathering his instruments. “Ro, let me see your wounds,” he demanded. 

Laren untucked her shirt to reveal equally gruesome holes in her sides where the pain sticks had burned flesh. 

E slapped a hypospray together. “It’s a good thing you’re drunk,” he noted, scowling.

Kieran regarded her first officer in disbelief. “Laren, those pain sticks aren’t supposed to burn like that—they shock the crap out of you, and hurt like hell, but they don’t usually sear the flesh.” 

P’Arth hopped up on a biobed nonchalantly. “We walked the river four times,” she explained. “Your first officer is a noble warrior. She could be a general in the Klingon army,” she added. “I asked her to be my personal body guard. She declined the offer, though. Foolish woman.” 

“Your loss,” Laren quipped at the Chancellor.

“Indeed. My life is forfeit, either way,” she noted, laughing.

Kieran felt a chill skate up her spine. “What do you mean, your life is forfeit?” she demanded.

P’Arth laughed. “I am a woman. I am the Chancellor. Do you not think one of the men on the high council will have me assassinated at the first opportunity? The women on Qo’noS have tasted equality, because of me. And the men do not like it one bit. I knew the second I took the seat on the high council I would die for it. But the Empire needed this. The women of the Empire needed me. Change always comes at the price of lives. Mine is but one in the long line that will follow me,” she explained. 

“But—you’ve held the office six months,” Amanda Brand put in. “Wouldn’t they have had you killed already?”

“Ah, what makes you think they haven’t tried?” she smirked. “Detara and Keh’grang have foiled three attempts to date, and I have no doubt that my trip here will only allow my enemies time to make more effective plots.” She leaned to one side so the doctor could treat her bleeding wound. “If I live another six months after my return to Qo’noS, it will be out of pure luck.” She allowed the doctor to treat the opposite side. “It matters not. Today is a good day to die.”

“Then why didn’t you send someone else on this mission?” Kate asked softly. 

“It is an honor to die in the service of the Empire,” P’Arth replied, as though Kate were daft to ask. “If I am successful in these negotiations, I will die an honorable death. My enemies may prevail, but the people will sing songs of my life.”

“You’ll be a martyr,” Kieran noted. “And there is absolute power in that sort of legacy.” 

P’Arth grinned at her ex-lover. “You understand my people well, Lukara. If only I had a woman like you at my side, nothing could stand in my way,” she added, sighing. “That’s what Mor’dehK knew when he married me. The writing is on the wall,” she concluded. “I have broken down the barriers for women. And once I am dead, the women of the Empire will band together. My death will be their rallying cry. I will live on long after I have taken the boat to Sto’Vo’Kor.” She regarded the women in the room, who stared at her in bewilderment. “A warrior understands his destiny. This is mine.”

____________

Ro Laren, Kathryn Janeway, and Kieran Wildman stewed silently in the comfortable surroundings of Kieran’s dining room, each woman pondering the attempt on Kate Pulaski’s life. Kieran had called them in for an early breakfast, before the long day ahead of them. She had personally not slept, even after making sure Kate and Joely were fine. She had been too busy ruminating on Naomi’s recent nightmares, and praying to God for once they weren’t prophetic. 

Naomi had seen Lenara injured and losing the baby in the nightmares, and while she couldn’t give much more detail than that, the Ktarian was good and shaken up. Kieran and Robin had paced the floor with her after the nightmare, while Lenara, exhausted from the taxing pregnancy, slept on, oblivious to the rampant worry of her wives. 

Ro Laren suddenly sat bolt upright, no longer slumping in her seat. “Kieran,” she said, an excited tone in her voice, “didn’t you tell me that when P’Arth hurt you that last time at the Academy—right before she quit school—Kate Pulaski hid you in her house so P’Arth couldn’t find you?”

Kieran’s eyes widened. “Yes.” Damn, and I’ve been so wiped out that never even occurred to me.

Kathryn nodded, understanding. “And you and P’Arth were blood-bonded,” she added.

Laren waved her hands. “That explains the motive. Kate interfered with your blood-bonded relationship, with P’Arth’s territorial rights,” she concluded. 

Kieran bit her lip. “But Christ, Laren, that’s been so long ago—decades. Surely P’Arth wouldn’t carry a grudge from childhood until now,” she reasoned.

Laren crossed her arms. “You were married to B'Elanna. You know a Klingon never forgets an insult to their honor—well,” she added a little levity, “unless it’s from a child who falls in love with her idol,” she smiled at Kieran. 

Kathryn leaned forward. “It had to be her. We all know it. We all feel it. We just can’t prove it.”

Kieran hated to believe it, because if P’Arth were hell-bent on revenge and restoration of her honor, that made everyone in Kieran’s circle of friends and family a target. “Laren, I want you to work with Stephanie Moss and with Enterprise’s security team, get the Sagan’s people involved as well. The more scrutiny on the situation, the better. We have to figure this out, because until we do, I’ll never sleep,” she decided. “Assign a security detail to Kate.”

Laren started. “She’ll never allow it, Kieran.” 

Kieran’s eyebrows narrowed. “She will not disobey a direct order, and I’m making it one,” she snapped. She ruffled her fingers through her hair. “I’m sorry, Laren, I didn’t mean to growl at you. I’m just—uneasy. I don’t want anything to happen to Kate. Or to anyone else under my command.” 

Laren nodded. “I understand, Captain,” she instantly reverted to protocol. “And I understand how worried you are. I promise, security is on this. I already told Ben Mason if his people fuck this up I will personally shove my foot up his ass,” she added.

“Good. I want him to be worried. And on guard. I have Kit sticking so close to Lenara, Kit’s practically gotten Trill vallette by osmosis,” she said without smiling. “Lenara is about to kill me for it, but I can’t let up. Not as long as P’Arth is anywhere near the ship.” 

Kathryn studied Kieran’s face, knowing the captain’s gut was churning, not only because that was Kieran’s usual way of dealing with things, but because she could hear the woman’s stomach roiling. “Kato,” she said gently, trying to calm her friend, “everyone is on alert. No one trusts P’Arth, and no one will drop their guard for a second. Now you really have to eat something, and stop pushing the food around on your plate, or your stomach will growl so loud, it will drown out the talks,” she scolded her. 

Kieran nodded. “I know. I just—everything feels wrong, Kat. Everything about this. I mean, really, what difference does it make where the wormhole terminates, as long as it’s the Beta Quadrant?”

Kathryn sighed. “I’m sorry, Kato, but I actually agree with Starfleet on this. The Romulans are more powerful as allies than the Klingons, and they were crucial to the war effort. Unfortunately, the tendency of a Klingon to let anger and bloodlust rule their reason made them less effective. In a crisis, I’d rather be fighting beside a Romulan,” she tried to convince her friend.

“Not me,” Laren scoffed. “If I’m in a fight, I’d rather have a pissed off Klingon warrior on my side than anyone else, precisely because they fight with emotion,” she argued. “But it’s not for me to argue with the brass, either,” she added, not wanting Kieran to think she would defy Starfleet at the first opportunity.

“I really don’t care either way. I know that sounds awful, but I just want my family safe, and if that means kissing P’Arth’s ass, then I’d happily pucker up,” she said wearily. “Naomi is an absolute wreck right now,” she added, not wanting to hide the truth from Kathryn.

The Ambassador nodded. “I know. She told Seven and I about the nightmares. Seven is tailing Naomi as much as she can, without being conspicuous, and she has used every trick in her Borg book to put Lenara and Naomi in the same place where she can keep an eye on both of them at once. I don’t think she’s played this much Velocity in all the years we’ve been married,” Kathryn chuckled, trying to lighten the mood. “And she is none too happy that Kit is beating all three of them regularly,” she added.

Finally, Kieran smiled. Her pride for Kit never failed her, and she had to grin to imagine her daughter beating the three best players on the ship, after Kathryn. 

“Yeah,” Laren put in, seeing Kieran was finally relaxing a bit. “Kit is winning all sorts of credits from them. She might be planning some truly spectacular outfit for your statue, boss,” she teased Kieran. 

“Well, it was nice of her not to disobey my order to keep the statue costume-free while the Klingons are in town,” Kieran replied. “I really didn’t want the humiliation with P’Arth around,” she said defiantly.

“Are you kidding me? Kit made a point of taking P’Arth to see that statue and to rub P’Arth’s nose in the fact that the one at the Academy is three times that big,” Kathryn supplied. 

Kieran smiled. “It’s good to have a fan,” she joked. 

Laren smirked. “Yeah, well Kit told P’Arth not to miss the one on campus, and P’Arth is planning to make a pilgrimage,” she offered. “You’d almost think the woman admires you,” she puzzled over it.

“It’s a front,” Kieran contended. “Deep down P’Arth hates me for what happened, because it forced her to go home from school in disgrace. What I can’t figure out is how she managed to land an important husband, after washing out of the fleet.” 

Kathryn finished her eggs, wiping daintily at her mouth. “Seven told me she all but asked P’Arth that question,” she answered. “P’Arth said that it was no disgrace to leave the Academy, because the Klingons think she was soft or daft for going in the first place.” Kathryn sipped her coffee. “She landed such a prestigious husband because she fought valiantly in the war. She killed more Jem Hadar than anyone else in the Empire. She has medals of valor to prove it,” she explained. “She became a very desirable mate, after that,” Kathryn added. “And Mor’dehK was every bit the social climber P’Arth is, and he latched onto her for the mutual prestige. His own wife died suddenly—under suspicious circumstances, I might add,” she informed them. 

“Why does that not surprise me?” Kieran groaned. “Hasn’t anyone in the Empire figured out that everywhere she goes, people die?”

Laren shrugged. “You know how it is with national heroes, KT,” she argued. “They can get away with murder. Human history is replete with examples,” she contended. She touched Kieran’s hand. “Lucky for you,” she teased. 

Kieran snorted disdainfully. “I’m not a national hero, Laren,” she retorted. “I’m a Starfleet officer whose pro career washed out.”

“That’s not what Kit tells me,” Laren shot back. “She says you can’t go anywhere on Earth and not get asked for an autograph. Even now.” 

Kathryn smiled. “It’s true enough,” she agreed. “But don’t let that give you any ideas about murdering P’Arth,” she warned Kieran playfully. 

“No, I won’t,” Kieran agreed. But her mind recalled her history with P’Arth all too well.

Kathryn knew Kieran needed to talk about it. “You’ve never told me much about her. How did you ever end up being lovers with a Klingon?” she asked.

Kieran sighed. “Stupidity. It was like this,” she recalled.

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

Cadet Fourth Class Kieran Thompson slung her gym bag over her shoulder, whistling softly to herself. Velocity practice had been fun, because she had played against the only Klingon at the Academy, a young woman named P’Arth, who had boldly walked on to the team without a scholarship, and soundly defeated most of the varsity starting squad. Kieran had always been fascinated by Klingon culture, and it was interesting having an opponent who liberally threw expletives in Klingon at her while they played. And she had been impressed that P’Arth had convinced the Coach to allow her to join the team mid-season. P’Arth was either very persuasive, or she was better than she’d played this afternoon. 

P’Arth had questioned Kieran’s courage more than once during the match, and accordingly, Kieran had offered to take P’Arth sailing on lake Qo’noS, a very volatile body of water on the Klingon homeworld that only the most seasoned sailors ever attempted. Kieran knew there was a holodeck program at the campus rec center, and it suddenly occurred to her she had never once sailed on that program. Damn, I was trying to impress her. I wanted to show off. I wonder if it’s because she was so condescending, she mused, thinking of her Klingon teammate. 

She logged into her comm account the second she was back at her quad, setting up a time at the rec center to try out the program. P’Arth had not agreed to the outing, but Kieran knew all she had to do was sneer at the woman, call her a few names, and challenge her mettle, and P’Arth would capitulate. Especially if Kieran implied P’Arth was afraid of the lake’s violent reputation. 

A message was waiting for her when she accessed her account, and the locale stamp said it was from home. 

Kieran’s mother, Violet Thompson, materialized on the screen, looking sternly back at her daughter. 

“Hello, honey,” she said, forcing a smile. “Dad and Cass and I miss you. We hope you enjoyed Christmas break. Cassidy is coming to your next basketball game—the one against New Mexico. The house seems empty without you here. And we sure could use your help right about now. There’s a pod of Pilot Whales that keeps beaching themselves down by the Naples Pier,” she explained, “and we’re running all sorts of tests to try and figure out what’s wrong with them. The COVR volunteers are exhausted and half crazed with grief, and we’ve lost over half the pod already. Poor Cass has practically cried herself sick.” 

Violet sighed, shaking her head. “I wish I understood why you left, Kieran. What we’re doing here—Cassidy understands how important it is. Why can’t you?” she implored. “Please come home and help us. When you headed up COVR, they were so much more organized. When you left, a lot of them became inactive, because they don’t like the new chairperson. Oh, I forgot to tell you. Pierce Charles took your place—did Cass tell you? They thought Cassidy was too young to run the show, but there was such a heated debate, most of Cassidy’s supporters quit. We’re so short-handed. I know if you would only come home, COVR would be cohesive again, and they’d give you back the chair in a heartbeat. When you get this message, please comm me back,” Violet urged her. “I have to get back to the lab.”

Kieran held her head in her hands. Those poor whales. What am I doing here? Away from Cass? Away from Jenna? They all wanted me to stay, go to Gainesville, get my degree in Marine Biology. Hell, I was halfway there already. I could have a masters in three years. She ground her fingers into her eyes, trying not to cry. Cass was so hurt when I left. How could I leave her alone with those people? With Mom? It’s like leaving her swimming alone with a hungry Great White. And Daddy was so disappointed in me, no matter how many times Admiral Brand tried to explain to them how incredible my SFVAB scores were, or how high Starfleet is on my application. They can’t understand. All they see is ‘military’, and they are pacifists. Even Cass doesn’t understand, though she tries to be supportive. 
Kieran went to her dresser and opened the middle drawer. She pulled out her COVR t-shirt, fingering the embroidered logo. Center for Oceanic Volunteer Rescue. She traced the outline of the bottle-nosed dolphin on the logo, and the humpback whale. She remembered the first rescue she and Cassidy had worked on together. Cass had only been eleven years old, but she had been tireless, going hours without food or rest. And they had saved six Russo’s dolphins, but Cassidy could only think about the two that died. She had been depressed for a week after that, and nothing Kieran did could shake her out of it. The same way she was depressed now, because Kieran had left home. 

Her workstation beeped and an incoming message flashed. It was Cassidy. Kieran wiped the moisture from her eyes and punched the channel open. “Hey, Sundance,” she said to her sister. “You caught me between practice and study hours,” she said faintly.

Cassidy studied the image of her sibling on the viewscreen. “What’s wrong, Kelsey?” she asked.

God, I can’t hide anything from that kid, Kieran thought. “Nothing, kiddo, just—overwhelmed with school, and the team, and all,” she lied. “How are you?”

Cassidy chuckled, her green eyes sparkling. “How do you think? You’re not here, COVR is falling apart at the seams, and Mom and Dad are riding me like a jet ski,” she laughed. “But I didn’t contact you to whine about that. I want to hear about school. How are your second semester classes shaping up, Cadet Thompson?” she asked, touching Kieran’s face on the screen.

“It’s a challenge,” Kieran admitted. “I won’t be able to skate, not this term,” she added. 

Cassidy chuckled. “It’s about time something challenged you besides Jenna,” she teased. “She sends her love.”

Kieran smirked. “I bet.”

“No, Kels, really. She gave me an ass chewing, in fact, for not being more supportive of you, and for the way I moped around all summer because you’d decided to go. If anyone understands your aspirations, it’s Jen. She misses you so much she actually joined COVR,” Cassidy said with a wink.

Kieran laughed. “Yeah, that’s why she’s dating Teresa,” she replied sarcastically. “Because she misses me so much.”

Cassidy flinched. “She is?” she sputtered, bristling on behalf of Kieran.

“Cass, it’s okay. Jenna and I agreed last summer not to try to stay together as a couple. There’s no point, and we both know it. So don’t go after her to tell her off, okay?” Kieran extracted the promise.

“Okay. I won’t. Listen, Kelsey, I want to apologize for pressuring you to quit school and stay here over Christmas break. It was unfair of me, and I hope I didn’t ruin your vacation. I know you made the right choice following your dream, and it can’t have been easy to get out from under Mom’s thumb,” she sympathized. “It’s just—”

Kieran’s chest constricted at the vulnerability in Cassidy’s voice. “Just what, Sundance?”

Cassidy sighed. “Mom and Dad are so upset you left, they’ve redoubled their effort to make sure I never do. I feel like a manatee is sitting on me. You know, they’ve never once looked over my shoulder academically, and all of a sudden, Mom is asking to see my homework, she’s conferenced with my professors—it’s annoying as hell,” she groused, running her fingers through her curly sun bleached hair. “And I miss you something fierce.”

“I’m sorry, sweetie. Really,” Kieran assured her. “But you’re such a braniac, there’s no way Mom can criticize. For fuck’s sake, Sundance, you’re fourteen and taking college courses. She’ll ease up once she gets used to my being gone. I know it.” She sighed gustily. “Damn, I miss you, too, Cassidy. Why don’t you come this weekend?”

“I can’t. There’s a major rescue on, and I’m on call. I’m only home now because Pierce told me I had to leave,” she explained.

“How many hours were you in the water, Cass?” Kieran asked, sounding scolding. “You know you always overdo it.”

“Only fourteen hours,” Cassidy replied, holding up her hands to stave off Kieran’s tirade. “I know, I know, I violated protocol. But you’re not here to mother me, so don’t bust my ass,” she warned her older sister.

“Cass, I put those rules in place for your protection, and you know it. Not just yours, but everyone’s. You’re no good to the animals if—”

Cassidy rolled her eyes, interrupting. “I’m no good to the animals if I drown, yeah, yeah,” she mimicked her sister’s lecturing tone. “You wanna boss me, Kels, you gotta be here,” she quipped. “Besides, I’ve already got Mom and Dad on my back. You have to install hand rails if you wanna climb aboard, too.” 

“Wise ass,” Kieran laughed. “I love you Cass. So you can’t come?”

“Kieran,” Cassidy crossed her arms. “It’s your first weekend of second semester. Don’t you have a wild, drunken party to go to?”

Kieran chuckled. “Probably. Only I’ll end up skipping it and studying,” she promised. 

“Well, I would hope so, since you’re underage,” Violet Thompson snapped, intruding in Cassidy’s room. “Were you planning to hail me back?” she interrogated her oldest child.

“Yes,” Kieran replied. “I just walked in and Cass commed, Mom. It’s not like I’ve ignored you for hours,” she retorted defensively. 

“Maybe not today, but God knows you ignored me all summer. Honestly, Kieran, do you listen to anything your father and I say?” she demanded. 

“Mom,” Cassidy implored. “Let it go, already. It’s done.”

“Stay out of this,” Violet demanded impatiently. “Have you told her what’s going on at COVR?”

Kieran scowled. “Don’t take it out on Cass, Mom. You have a bone to pick with me, pick it, but get off her ass.” 

“Don’t talk to me that way, young lady, or I’ll jerk you out of that school so fast your head will spin. You’re sixteen, and until your eighteenth birthday, you’re there at my discretion,” she threatened. “Don’t tempt me.” 

Kieran set her jaw. “I didn’t mean to be disrespectful. But this is my career. This is what I want to do. I’m not supposed to be a marine biologist, Mom. That’s your dream, not mine.”

“So you’ve said,” Violet replied tersely. “I just wanted you to know you could change your mind. If it’s too hard, there, if you’re not cutting it—”

Kieran’s face fell. “You think I’m going to wash out? You think I can’t do this?” she demanded angrily. “You’re the one who always told us we can do anything we put our minds to,” she argued. “Now you’ve changed your tune because I’m not doing what you want me to?” Kieran bit her lip. “Thanks for your unwavering faith in me, Mom. It says everything.” She tried to get her rage under control. “My report card for first semester will be sent to your comm account Friday. Don’t hold your breath hoping I flunked out—I got straight A’s,” she advised her mother, biting off her words.

Kieran severed the link and when her mother called back, she let her automated message answer it. She sat there in disbelief, shaking with fury. I’ll show her. I’ll graduate first in my class if it fucking kills me. And I’ll start on every varsity team I try out for. She’s going to eat those words. Not cutting it, my ass. 

Kieran signed back onto her workstation and checked the rec center schedule. There was an immediate opening on one of the holodecks, which didn’t surprise her because everyone was already loaded down with the first week’s assignments. She needed the adrenaline rush of a dangerous program to take her mind off her family. She ran all the way to the rec center, fighting tears. 

When she arrived, the very Klingon she had intended to impress was coming out of the holodeck. “Well, look what the targs dragged in,” P’Arth said with glittering teeth. “Scaring up a holographic velocity match so you can beat me next time?” she sneered. 

Kieran was still terribly upset over the conversation with her mother, and she didn’t feel like bantering with an arrogant Klingon. “I came to go sailing,” she replied with obvious disdain. Because you and Cassidy always sailed together, Kelsey. Kieran’s eyes filled with tears at the thought, and she struggled for control. 

P’Arth was taken aback at the obvious emotion on the woman’s face, and she instantly knew Kieran had had another fight with her family. The entire Velocity team was aware of the situation with Kieran’s family. Teammates always knew your private life, and it was no secret that the Thompsons did not approve one iota of Kieran’s choice of schools. They had made their disapproval abundantly clear at orientation, and again at the last Velocity match, and even P’Arth had taken notice of their sour attitudes at the Freshman awards ceremony for first term. Admiral Brand had clearly been taken aback by Violet Thompson’s haughty behavior, and like all of Kieran’s classmates, Brand couldn’t figure out how such an irritating woman had raised such a delightful child. 

P’Arth’s demeanor completely changed as she studied Kieran’s obvious upset. “I think you should skip the holodeck and come have a drink with me. You look like you need one,” she said in a tone that was actually friendly. “Your family?”

Kieran nodded. “Yeah.”

“Bloodwine,” P’Arth stated flatly. “Come on,” she urged, grabbing Kieran’s arm and dragging her out of the rec center. “I keep some in my quad,” she confided.

Kieran managed a faint grin. “That’s a violation of regulations,” she pointed out the obvious.

“Regulations,” P’Arth laughed. “Bah.” P’Arth touched her sleeve. “Really. Come on,” she said in a voice that could only be described as solicitous. “You’ll feel a lot better. And no one will find out.”

Kieran considered momentarily, but there was something in P’Arth’s eyes. She understood what Kieran was feeling, how lost she was. And so she relented. 

“I take it Christmas vacation wasn’t exactly a Norman Rockwell painting?” P’Arth asked.

Kieran shook her head. “My family doesn’t do Norman, or normal,” she replied. “You know, for a Klingon, you sure as hell know a lot about Earth culture,” she commented, surprised that P’Arth would know about American artists.

“I’m well read,” she smarted. “And I read everything I could find about Earth culture before I decided to come to the Academy,” she advised. 

“Here’s one,” P’Arth raised her glass high and began to sing a Klingon drinking song. 

Kieran laughed, throwing back another swallow of bloodwine. “What does it mean?” she asked eagerly, sitting close to the Klingon on the bed in P’Arth’s section of the quad. 

P’Arth’s teeth glittered and her chest puffed up. “It says ‘Brothers, comrades, honorable warriors, we drink the blood of those we’ve slain, and spit on the graves of their mothers.”

“Charming,” Kieran giggled, feeling rather lightheaded from the four glasses of bloodwine she had downed in rapid succession. “Sing it again,” she begged, grinning.

P’Arth obliged by belting out the guttural song once more. When she had finished, Kieran asked the Klingon to teach her the words. They sat up until very late, drinking and singing together, increasingly off-key as their intoxication intensified. 

Kieran tended to get weepy when she was drunk, because her guard was down then, and all of her feelings surfaced. She had a load on her plate that was unenviable, and her frequent arguments with her mother haunted her. And Kieran was barely sixteen, away from home for the first time, and feeling lost without her Sundance. Cassidy was her best buddy, her sailing partner, her diving partner, and just generally her biggest fan. 

P’Arth poured them another drink. “Tell me about your sister,” she encouraged her teammate. 

Kieran sighed. “There’s nothing to tell. She’s my best friend in the whole world. And I abandoned her to come to the Academy.” 

“Families,” P’Arth said bitterly. “I have a brother who is the biggest P’taQ,” she added. 

Kieran took the glass unsteadily, her words beginning to slur. “What’s a P’taQ?” she asked. 

P’Arth threw her head back and laughed, a big, booming Klingon laugh that echoed against the walls. “Hmmm. Let’s see. Something akin to an asshole and a fuck up, all in one,” she chuckled deep in her chest. “And a P’taQ is without honor,” she added, drinking down her wine. “So Cassidy is how old?” she asked, intending to steer Kieran back to her troubles.

“Fourteen. She’s a knockout, too,” Kieran added fondly. “And brilliant. My parents are pretty well convinced the sun rises and sets at her feet.”

P’Arth nodded understanding. “As it is with Koreth, my brother,” she sneered. “Because he is male, of course, and females are so much less worthy,” she explained. She ground her teeth together. “A woman’s honor derives from the match she makes, from the prowess and station of her husband. A male child gleans all the focus, all the praise, all the glory. He is groomed to be a warrior. And my brother hates me because I took the same training he did, and I bested his performance at everything he ever tried.”

“Then your parents must be proud of you,” Kieran noted, smiling at her friend. 

P’Arth snorted. “Hardly. I am a maverick, an embarrassment. Women are not supposed to aspire to such things. And they resent me for making Koreth look like the fool he is,” she described, clutching the edge of her bed to steady herself. “I came to school here to escape their constant carping about finding a husband and bearing children. Children,” she spat the word. “As if I am nothing more than a brood mare.” 

“Starfleet treats men and women equally, at least,” Kieran allowed, resting her hand on P’Arth’s shoulder to console her. 

P’Arth nodded. “It’s why I decided to join their ranks. And once I have proven my worth, I will go back to Qo’noS and I will find a mate of equal worth. One who will bring honor to my family name. That is, if Koreth hasn’t disgraced us into discommendation by then,” she snarled. “Your family—they consider your aspirations without honor?” she asked. 

“You could say that,” Kieran agreed, finishing another drink. “I guess like you, I’m a maverick. They have never taken pride in anything I’ve done. And now they are actively ashamed of me.”

“Ashamed?” P’Arth asked, stunned. Kieran Thompson had entered the ranks of the Academy rumored as the highest scoring candidate on her SFVABS in decades. She was the star of the basketball team, and the Velocity squad. She was on the Admiral’s Academic list first semester—won an award for it. P’Arth could not imagine how she could have brought shame upon her family. “What have you done?”

“Joined a military organization,” Kieran replied. “My parents are pacifists. They do not believe in space exploration, let alone support what they consider an imperialist agenda,” she explained. 

“Conquest is natural to all species,” P’Arth stated flatly. “And the battleground is the only arena for glory,” she opined. “Your parents are fools.”

Kieran laughed. “My thoughts, precisely.”

P’Arth studied her momentarily. “But your sister—you love her a great deal?”

“Yes,” Kieran agreed. “Clear around the world,” she said softly. She glanced up and saw the questioning look on P’Arth’s face. “Cassidy and I say that to each other.” Kieran saw some unnamable emotion working beneath P’Arth’s façade. Something akin to envy and longing. She looked at the chronometer. “I should stagger home,” she announced. “It’s late.”

P’Arth stretched languidly. “I’ll walk you there. I need some fresh air,” she decided. 

The early January night was damp and cool, and the two cadets realized as they exited P’Arth’s quad that they were very drunk, indeed. Kieran stumbled and P’Arth caught her, and though P’Arth was nearly eight inches shorter than Kieran, she held her up by brute strength. P’Arth was solid muscle, head to toe, and what she lacked in finesse on the Velocity court she compensated for with power and raw athleticism. 

Kieran giggled as P’Arth steadied her against a light stanchion. “You humans cannot hold your liquor,” the Klingon accused, grinning. She took Kieran’s arm and they leaned on one another as they wandered across campus to Kieran’s quadrangle. P’Arth accidentally let go of Kieran who sagged to her knees momentarily. P’Arth pulled her upright again. 

Kieran laughed raucously, stopping to double over.

“What is so funny?” P’Arth demanded.

“You Klingons cannot hold your humans,” she replied. 

P’Arth thought that was uproariously funny, and she howled with laughter, leaning on her own knees as if out of breath as she guffawed. 

Kieran put her finger to her lips, hissing “Shhhh. For fuck’s sake, P’Arth, you’ll wake up half the campus.”

P’Arth laughed louder. “Good. Honorless bastards, let them wake up,” she decided, but sobered long enough to resume the trek toward Kieran’s dormitory. 

They managed to get into Kieran’s quarter of the room, and Kieran flipped off her workstation, where the blinking pattern of the message light indicated multiple calls. 

“What does that mean?” P’Arth asked, grasping Kieran’s hand in her own and studying her upraised middle finger.

“It means—P’taQ,” Kieran replied, whispering. “I know those messages are from one—my mother,” she added, grinning and flopping down on her bed. “Thanks for walking me home. Only, how are you going to walk back without me to lean on?” she asked, as if it were a mystery of the universe.

P’Arth collapsed beside her. “I have no idea,” she admitted, chuckling. “Morning assembly is in three hours,” she noted. “But I’m not really sleepy,” she added.

Before Kieran could put together a coherent thought, P’Arth was kissing her, strong hands grasping the short strands of Kieran’s spiky blonde hair. P’Arth’s kiss was partly a kiss and partly a bite, but Kieran was drunk enough that the pain didn’t register, and the slight trickle of blood from Kieran’s bottom lip inflamed P’Arth instantly. Kieran didn’t notice the brutality of the sex, only that someone wanted her, wanted to be with her, and that she needed to connect, to feel a part of something and someone. 

She was much rougher with P’Arth than she had ever been with Jenna, but the more aggressively she touched the Klingon, the more P’Arth responded, until Kieran was actually clawing and scratching and biting the woman beneath her, and P’Arth was begging for more. Jenna had never begged, or done much more than sigh gustily when Kieran made love to her, and P’Arth’s responsiveness was enthralling, from the groaning and gasping to the desperate clutching and writhing. No one had ever talked to her with such frank abandon, and she was fascinated as much by her own arousal as she was by the words spilling out of P’Arth’s mouth, a guttural mix of Klingon and English. Kieran didn’t understand Klingon, but she certainly understood when P’Arth bit her shoulder and growled “fuck me hard”, and she understood what it was P’Arth wanted as she pressed her fist into her lover’s opening and felt the Klingon ballooning to take the width of her fist. Kieran had only read about fist fucking, and she certainly never intended to do it to another human being, but then, P’Arth was not human, and P’Arth was urging Kieran on. P’Arth shrieked as she came, and Kieran kissed her to muffle the sound of her orgasm. Once the fierceness of the frenzy had passed, P’Arth was suddenly aware that she was with a human, not a Klingon, and her own attentions became much less aggressive. Kieran was beyond a response, however, as she was bruised and bloody, and feeling pain acutely now that the alcohol was gradually dissipating in her bloodstream. 

She stopped P’Arth, then, curling into her arms. “Just hold me, please,” she requested. P’Arth was already passed out, though, overcome by alcohol and bloodlust and exhaustion. Kieran noted that the pain was intensifying, and she extricated herself from the tangle of P’Arth’s body, dressing in loose sweat pants and a sweat shirt. The campus infirmary was just across the way, and she dragged herself over to the emergency entrance. 

Kate Pulaski had been in surgery, treating a Trill whose symbiont’s connection to his body had been severed, and it had been an arduous undertaking, but both had survived. She was leaving as she saw Kieran coming into the facility. 

“What the hell happened to you?” she demanded. “Cadet,” she swallowed her fear, “have you been sexually assaulted?” she asked, seeing that Kieran was guarding her vaginal area as she walked. “Good Christ, Kieran,” she helped the cadet into the examining area, “you’re soaking your sweats with blood.” Kate helped her onto the biobed and scanned her. “Now tell me what happened, besides the fact that you’ve been drinking,” she ordered the young woman. “Did you get in a fight with one of your quad mates?”

“No,” Kieran replied. “I swear. It wasn’t a fight. And it wasn’t rape.”

“Can you turn onto your side?” Kate requested, hiking Kieran’s sweatshirt up. What she saw almost made her vomit. “Hold still and let me treat these scratches, or you’ll have scars,” she said gently, suspending the interrogation for the moment. She closed the gaping gashes in Kieran’s back with a dermal regenerator, starting to put together the puzzle pieces. The bites and scratches and their placement registered finally, and Kate knew Kieran had been sleeping with a Klingon. Which meant one of two cadets on campus, or possibly one professor. 

When Kieran was mended and inoculated for infection, Kate Pulaski sat down beside her. “You’re not going to morning assembly. That’s an order,” she staved off the inevitable protest. “I’m going to give you a piece of advice,” she added sardonically. “Interspecies relationships require blunt communication about what does and does not feel good. I suggest you learn to object when someone crosses that line, or you won’t last long in the relationship.”

Kieran considered lying. “But—”

Kate held up her hand to forestall the excuses. “I’m not asking you to confirm or deny anything, Cadet. I’m asking you to be more careful, in the future.”

Kieran nodded. “Yes, Ma’am.” 

Kate smiled faintly. “What you said in class the other day was brilliant,” she noted, trying to reassure the Academy’s star prospect. “Is this your first time away from home?”

“Sort of. I mean, I’ve been to conferences and summer camp, but this is the furthest I’ve ever been from my sister,” she noted. 

“Easy to feel adrift in a new environment,” Kate said knowingly. “I see dozens of first year cadets in here at the beginning of every semester,” she added. “You’re probably the fortieth this week, already,” she added, chuckling. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

“No, Ma’am,” Kieran replied, hopping off the biobed. “I’m sorry to have imposed,” she began, backing away.

“It’s what I’m here for,” Kate replied. She grabbed a PADD and keyed in data. “You’re excused from assembly. It’s logged in the central computer. Get some breakfast before your first class. I was just about to go to the officer’s club for some grub, myself. Why don’t you join me?”

Kieran’s deep brown eyes widened. “I couldn’t, Doctor,” she protested. “My clothes are a mess.” 

“No they aren’t. I recycled them,” Kate informed her, handing her the freshly laundered sweats. “You must be starving after being up all night,” she added kindly. 

Kieran took the clothing and stepped inside the changing cubicle, shedding her hospital gown. She knew she was not going to get out of breakfast. “Okay,” she agreed, emerging fully dressed again. “Thanks for the offer.” 

____________

Kathryn Janeway regarded her captain with astonishment. “That’s how it started? And you stayed with her for two years?” she asked incredulously.

Laren was nodding agreement. “Jesus, KT, she nearly killed you the first time she so much as kissed you,” she pointed out.

Kieran shrugged tiredly. “I know it sounds crazy. Looking back though, I had zero self-esteem, and very little conception of what a Klingon lover should be like, and less of an idea of what it means to be in love. And I was so angry with my parents, and felt so guilty about Cassidy,” she explained.

Kathryn felt her composure threatening as the realization hit her. “You thought you deserved it,” she stated.

Kieran nodded. “My parents had spent so much energy making me feel worthless, I started to believe it, too, I suppose.” She considered momentarily. “And then when the abuse got so bad that it was really becoming dangerous, I didn’t do anything about it because I was using it to punish myself for Cassidy’s illness.”

Laren stared in disbelief. “And so you graduated first in your class to get even with your parents?” she asked in amazement.

“You could say that,” Kieran agreed. “At least, it started out being about that. After the first couple of years, though, I wanted it for other reasons—for me, to prove to myself I could do it.”

Kathryn smirked. “And that’s how you got to be friends with Kate Pulaski. Did you ever admit what had happened?” she wondered.

Kieran smiled. “I didn’t have to. She knew, and she didn’t make me tell her. She just got accustomed to seeing me every month or so, when P’Arth would shred me beyond what I could fix myself with my own med kit. Until P’Arth started breaking bones, and then Kate forced me to tell her the truth. Of course, that was after I had knitted my own several times. P’Arth left me unconscious one weekend, and my teammates—Stephanie Moss and Ericka Jones, in fact,” she explained, “had to transport me to the infirmary. They thought I was dead.”

“We did think she was dead,” Stephanie Moss put in as she entered the Captain’s Mess. “I got your comm message and came as soon as I was awake, KT.”

“Thanks, Mossy. You look great in that fourth pip,” Kieran advised her. 

Mossy smiled. “If Jonesy and I had found P’Arth that day, I’d be spending life in prison,” she smarted.

Kathryn smiled, waving Mossy into a seat and pouring her a cup of coffee. “Finish the story, Kato,” she said in her command tone, then glanced up as if to apologize. Kieran only grinned at her. Old habits were hard to break.

“When Kate realized I’d been knitting my own bones, she was livid with me. She made me go to her house and stay until P’Arth could be expelled. Only Amanda never got the chance, because P’Arth hopped a transport home. She realized she had really crossed a line, and she knew she’d be court-martialed, I imagine. Mossy and Jonesy went to hunt her sorry ass down. Coach Kilkenny stopped them from killing her, thank God, and P’Arth high tailed it out of the Sol system one step ahead of the authorities.” She smiled warmly at Stephanie. “How are my girls settling in?” she asked to change the subject.

Stephanie had absorbed some of Kieran’s former basketball players, the ones Kieran couldn’t find slots for on Sato. “Shane Bilbrey is a kick ass number one,” she replied. “I like her, KT. She’s high spirited and she doesn’t take any shit. Kathy Simmons is adjusting. Running my Ops department is a major challenge for her. She came from a Constitution class ship, you know. Supremacy is a whole nother animal. Oh, and Icheb is having a ball in Astrometrics. He’s like a kid in a candy store, with all that top of the line equipment. I don’t think the man ever sleeps,” she laughed. “When I busted his chops for it, he actually told me ‘I am Borg. We do not become overtired.’ I laughed my ass off, and let him go back to work,” she related. “Penny Carpenter is doing really well in security. She’ll be running the department in six months, a year tops,” she told her former teammate. “You raised them right, KT.” 

Kieran glowed with pride. “I know I don’t have the right to brag on them, but damn, I love them all,” she admitted. 

“Well, there’s bad news, too,” Mossy explained. “It’s the reason they promoted me before we could do this investigation, in fact. The Cardassian terrorists are raising hell along the border again, and Sagan is going to keep the peace,” she sighed. “I’m sorry I won’t be able to help you figure out who tried to kill Kate.”

“Damn,” Kieran swore. “So soon? You’re leaving already?” she groused. 

“Today,” Mossy affirmed. “But we’ll see each other before you hit the Beta Quadrant, KT. I’ll make sure of it.”

“Can you at least stay for the Captain’s Ball tonight?” Kieran asked.

“No, sorry. Keep me apprised of the progress of the investigation, though, okay?” she replied, standing to go.

Kieran stood to hug her goodbye. “I love you, Steph. Be careful out there,” she said, a distinct catch in her voice. “Take care of my kids. Oh—and be sure to run dolamide signature sweeps,” she began, sounding like she was lecturing.

“KT,” Mossy laughed. “I’ve read your mission logs, honey. I know all about the dolamide mine and the weapons. Stop worrying. And hey—I’ve got it under control. I love you, too,” she added, hugging her close. “Good luck with the wormhole problems. When Sagan catches up with you again, we have got to shoot some hoop,” she vowed. 

“You bet, Mossy,” Kieran promised, easing from her embrace. “Damn, you’re a good looking CO,” she teased. “I wish I had your back.”

Mossy nodded. “Me, too, Kelsey. Me too. You know how I hate Cardies.” Stephanie shivered as she exited the Sato’s Captain’s Mess, thinking about her own captivity during the war. Jesus, I hate Cardies she repeated silently. 

______________

Seven of Nine adored dancing with her wife, and Kathryn Janeway was simply breathtaking in the slinky black evening gown she sported. Her auburn hair glowed, as did her face, and Seven was enchanted. She could not remember when Kathryn had seemed so at ease, or so alive.

“You are radiant, my love,” Seven said against Kathryn’s cheek. “What is making you so ebullient?” she asked.

Kathryn smiled up at her. “For once, I’m not hosting this shin-dig, for starters,” she replied, emphasizing the point by twirling them around with a flair. “And I am escorting the single most gorgeous woman in the Quadrant,” she added mellifluously, stealing a kiss. 

Seven colored prettily. “You flatterer,” she accused. “We both know you are the one making all the heads turn tonight,” Seven returned the compliment. “You really don’t miss being the Chief of all these Indians?” she pressed.

Kathryn laughed. “Are you kidding me? Kieran hasn’t sat down for three hours, she’s so busy meeting and greeting the crew. I, on the other hand, have been able to devote all my time to you, darling,” she flirted, grey-blue eyes twinkling. “And, Kieran will have to stay until the New Year is well and truly rung in and Auld Lange Syne has been sung. I, on the other hand, can spirit you off to make passionate love with you anytime we like,” she added, waggling her eyebrows. 

“Masher,” Seven teased. “I love you, you know,” she returned, kissing Kathryn soundly. 

“I do know,” Kathryn agreed. “This is better than any party I ever threw,” she said lightly, gazing around the huge ballroom. 

Seven lowered her voice. “That is because this is catered by the Chimera staff, not Neelix,” she pointed out, grinning.

“There is that,” Kathryn chuckled. “Poor Neelix. He tried so hard,” she credited the former Talaxian morale officer. Kathryn stopped cold. “Holy shit,” she muttered.

“What?” Seven asked, glancing in the direction Kathryn was looking. “Oh, no, she wouldn’t,” Seven said darkly. 

P’Arth had come to the party, and was actually asking Kieran to dance. 

“Kato can’t say no. Come on, let’s go cut in. Which one of them do you want?” Kathryn asked.

“I’ll take the Chancellor,” Seven growled angrily. “By the short hairs.”

“Seven,” Kathryn’s tone was warning. “You can’t assimilate her, toss her out an airlock, or pour punch in her lap. Understood?” she demanded. 

“Why Kathryn, I am appalled,” Seven feigned outrage. “I am the wife of an Ambassador. I know the protocol.”

“Harumph,” Kathryn replied. “Let’s hurry, Kieran looks apopleptic.”

Kieran Wildman was leading, but whatever P’Arth was saying was not making the Captain happy. Kathryn caught the dregs of the conversation.

“Did you forget that you left me unconscious?” Kieran was asking. “For Christ’s sake, P’Arth, you damn near killed me,” she accused.

“I—Lukara, we had been drinking. You passed out, but I did not injure you,” the Chancellor protested. “What are you talking about?”

Kathryn stopped Seven. “Wait, let them finish.”

Kieran gritted her teeth. “I’m talking about your having to leave before you got court-martialed,” she replied hotly.

“Lukara—” P’Arth seemed truly flabbergasted. “I left because we were not getting along and I was homesick. I knew we could not make the relationship work, and I was ready to go home.”

Seven had heard enough. “Chancellor,” she said smoothly, “I have been watching you all night and wondering why you have not asked me to dance,” she lied, stepping between the two leaders. “Please, honor me?” she offered.

P’Arth stood there, hands out to Kieran, baffled. “I—of course, Seven, forgive me,” she stammered. “Lukara, I would like to talk later,” she said to Kieran hopefully.

“Stop calling me that, P’Arth. I’m done talking to you,” Kieran retorted. Kathryn whisked her away, dancing in the opposite direction of Seven and P’Arth.

“Kato, take a deep breath and count to ten,” she advised. 

“That fucking P’taQ! She pretends not to know why I can’t stand the sight of her,” she hissed. Her composure threatened. “I have to get out of here and pull my shit together, Kat,” she begged.

“Of course. Come on,” Kathryn held her hand and led her out of the holodeck and across the corridor into Oasis Central. “Let’s sit,” she tugged Kieran over to a table. “Tell me about Kit’s bridge officer’s exam—it’s next week, right?” Kathryn asked, knowing Kieran needed the distraction.

Kieran couldn’t manage it. “Jesus,” she muttered, holding her head in her hands. “She acts like it never happened, Kathryn. Like I made it all up.”

Naomi Wildman had seen them leaving and had followed them to the juice bar inside the wellness center. She sat down beside her wife. “Honey,” she said softly to Kieran, kissing her hair. “You know abusers rarely face up to what they’ve done. You didn’t expect her to acknowledge it, not really, did you?” she asked, arms twining around her wife.

Kieran rested her head on Naomi’s shoulder. “I don’t know what I expected,” she murmured miserably, lifting her head to meet Naomi’s eyes. “God, Na, could I be the one that’s wrong?” she pleaded for understanding, brown eyes desperate. “Did it happen differently than I remember it?” she asked, utterly confused.

“Kieran,” Naomi said firmly, cupping the Captain’s cheek in her palm. “You know what happened. Just because she isn’t willing to see the reality of her actions doesn’t make your perception wrong. Honey, you’re a psychologist. You know these things. It’s just hard to apply what you know to your own circumstances.”

Kieran studied Naomi’s face, seeing only sincerity and concern. “You’re—right,” she exhaled slowly. “I do remember. I’ve seen the medical records.”

Kathryn touched Kieran’s hand across the table. “So have I, Kato. That woman beat you to a pulp. Stephanie and Ericka found you unconscious. It’s not all in your head.”

“P’Arth said we’d been drinking that night,” Kieran offered contemplatively. “She’s right. She said I passed out. Do you think it’s possible she doesn’t know she hurt me? That she thought I was just—drunk?”

Naomi bit her lip. “Kieran, she broke bones. Surely she remembers hitting you.”

“But Worf said—” Kieran began, then stopped.

“Worf said what, Kato?” Kathryn encouraged her, wishing for all the world they could convince Kieran she was not crazy. 

Kieran sighed, slumping in her chair. “He said what I described didn’t sound like much more than any normal Klingon romance,” she admitted. “He told me it is very unwise for humans to become sexually involved with Klingons for that reason—our bones are too fragile. He said biting and hitting and name calling are not out of the ordinary. So what I considered abuse, P’Arth may have considered a normal relationship,” she explained, troubled by it. 

“Maybe,” Naomi allowed, “but she was in your solar system, at our Academy, and she should have known how to play by our rules,” she insisted. “She read the Academy handbook, she knew the regulations, and violence is strictly prohibited. Besides, honey,” Naomi tried to console her wife, “she should have figured out something was wrong, when unlike a Klingon who would bounce right back, you had to go to the infirmary. She had to know she was damaging your body,” she argued. “Don’t try to use her culture to excuse her behavior.”

“You said yourself she seemed like a nice enough person, Na,” Kieran pointed out.

“I wasn’t trying to take sides, Kieran,” Naomi said gently. “I was only trying to tell you my impression of her, and that it was contradictory to what I knew she was really like deep down. I was trying to tell you she doesn’t fool me,” she asserted. 

Kathryn had had enough. “Kieran,” she said resolutely, “you have to stop second guessing yourself like this. Abuse is abuse. If it looks like a duck, walks like a duck, and quacks like a duck, it’s a duck,” she contended. “P’Arth may have reconstructed her memories to make them more palatable to herself, but that doesn’t make your memories inaccurate. When Naomi was sick, and you played in that exhibition game, Stephanie Moss and Karen Weaver both told Naomi and I how horrid P’Arth was to you. You didn’t make any of it up,” she urged her to believe. 

Kieran nodded. “Okay. I should know better than to expect her to validate anything I feel or know,” she agreed finally. “How many times have I counseled Kit about that very thing, telling her not to contact Kenny McCallister for the same reasons?” she chastised herself. 

Naomi kissed her tenderly. “Knowing it and applying it are very different things, love,” she said sympathetically. 

Kieran kissed her back. “Thanks—both of you. I feel better. I should get back. After all, it’s my party,” she reasoned, though her tone was not at all enthusiastic.

“Well, if it’s any consolation, you look amazing,” Naomi flattered her, smoothing the placket of her dress whites and straightening her plethora of medals and ribbons. “And this is an impressive lot,” she added proudly. “Kit is green with envy.”

Kieran laughed. “That may be the first and only reason I’ve ever had to like them,” she joked. She studied her wife appreciatively, smiling fondly. Naomi was wearing a sky blue gown, her alabaster shoulders bare and her throat looking delicate and lovely. “Besides, you’re the most beautiful woman at this event,” she said sincerely. 

“Then come and dance with me. Robbie and Lenara are having one of their intense evenings of being infatuated with each other,” Naomi giggled. “It’s adorable, but I’m the odd woman out.”

Kieran stood and offered her arm to the strawberry blonde Ktarian. “Never odd, sweetheart. Let’s go.” 

Kathryn smiled at both of them, following them out. She realized, in that moment, that she didn’t have to be running the ship to be useful. It was a revelation that comforted her immensely. 

___________


Kathryn Janeway wiped the sweat from her brow, her wrist band thick with perspiration. “Nice match Kit,” she complimented Kieran’s daughter. “You’re so quick, I can barely track you visually,” she added, slapping Kit’s back. 

“You buying the beer?” Kit chided her grandmother. 

“I am,” Kathryn agreed. They exited the Velocity court, trying to recover their respective wind. 

Ro Laren was coming down the corridor, and smiled faintly at them. Kit held out her arms to her lover, conscious of how strained things had been over breakfast that morning. In fact, they had been strained ever since Kit had renewed her marital relations with her wives. Laren stretched up to kiss Kit’s cheek. “Tough match, Averone?” she asked.

“Always, when it’s Kathryn,” Kit admitted. “We’re going for a beer.”

“Why don’t you come along?” Kathryn invited Ro. “I’m buying.” 

Laren grinned. “In that case, okay,” she agreed. “Kittner, aren’t you supposed to be dogging Lenara’s heels?”

Kit nodded. “Yeah, but Aunt Cassidy’s with her. Mom said I could take a breather. Which is good because her Trillness is about to work my last good nerve,” she laughed. “Lenara does NOT like having a shadow. She can get pretty bitchy when she doesn’t like something,” she added. 

Kathryn laughed. “It’s not bitchiness, it’s pregnancy,” she offered. “Ask Seven what a joy I was when I was carrying Geejay.”

Laren nodded. “She’s mentioned it a few hundred times,” she needled her former CO. 

Kit was relieved when Laren slipped her fingers into Kit’s hand, squeezing lightly. She knew Laren was struggling with the knowledge that Kit had slept with Emily and Jenny, but the Bajoran was making a valiant effort to quash her jealous reaction. “Are you nervous about the negotiations?” Kit asked Kathryn. “You know, first duty as an Ambassador, yada yada,” she teased. 

Kathryn pushed open the door of the pub. “I’m not nervous about the negotiations, but I have to say, P’Arth makes me nervous, all by herself,” she admitted, steel grey eyes flashing. “I can’t put my finger on it, either,” she allowed. 

Kit scowled. “Everyone says that about her. She’s got this whole mister nice-guy image going on, and there’s a cobra hiding in that basket,” she opined. “I can tell everyone likes her, against their better judgment.”

Laren nodded. “It’s hard to imagine her being a killer,” she agreed. “I’ve seen all brands of murderers, thieves, terrorists, and liars,” she said enigmatically. “But I cannot peg her, to save my life. Her Pagh is unreadable,” she groused, climbing onto a bar stool.

Kathryn waved the bartender over and ordered a round. “I get that same sense around her. Like she wants everyone to think she’s a noble war hero, and not a coward skulking down back alleys. Yet she has an alibi for Joely’s assault. But I can’t shake the feeling she was behind it.” She sipped her beer the second it was in front of her. “Kieran’s handling her well, so far. Don’t you think?”

Kit nodded. “Better than I am, I’m afraid. I’m in a state of inner rage. I’ve meditated more over the past several days than the whole previous year.” She tasted her beer, grimacing. “How the hell do you drink this stuff?” she asked, wiping her tongue off with a napkin.

Laren and Kathryn howled with laughter. “Why didn’t you order a soda, if you hate it?” Kathryn teased her, waving the barkeep back over.

Kit shrugged. “I keep thinking I must be missing something, since everyone I know drinks it, but then I remember it tastes like burro piss,” she explained.

“Having yet to sample burro piss, I wouldn’t know. I’ll take your word for it,” Kathryn replied dryly. 

“When do you have to rejoin our Trill charge?” Laren asked, smirking at the running commentary.


“When Aunt Cass hails me. They’re helping Kate move her things to the ship,” Kit replied. “Man, you coulda knocked me over with a feather. Kate and Joely? Can you believe it?” she asked incredulously. 

“I think it’s great,” Laren said softly. “Joely has had a very tough go of it, since the camps,” she added, toying with her beer. 

Kathryn nodded. “I think everyone who was captured has,” she opined. “And I think Joely loves Kate very much. With Kate, the only symptom is that she doesn’t bitch at Joely like she does everyone else,” she laughed. 

“She’s actually nice to her,” Kit noted. “At least, she is in public,” she continued, allowing for the possibility that in private, Kate was just as curmudgeonly as ever. 

“What matters is Joely is happy,” Laren put in. “Ever since Joely’s injury, Kate hasn’t tried to hide what’s going on with them, and Joely just glows with pride.”

“Love truly is blind,” Kit smarted.

Kathryn smacked her arm. “Cruelty does not become you, young lady,” she chastened her granddaughter. “A little respect for your elders.”

“Aw, come on, Kathryn, you know I’m joking. I love Kate. She was so great with Mom when she was remembering P’Arth after her brain injury.” She turned to explain to Laren. “Mom had to relive it all, and I watched her do it. Which explains why I hate P’Arth so much. You’d better hope Grandpa doesn’t find out she’s in the system, because I know he will kill her. He didn’t know a thing about the abuse until Mom was recovering her memories. He felt so awful that Kieran never trusted him enough to tell him.” Kit recalled that terrible day in the hospital, when Gerry Thompson had nearly cried himself sick over Kieran’s abuse, and his perceived failure as a parent. 

Laren saw how upset it made Kit to remember, and she slipped an arm around her. “Averone,” she said softly. “It’s ancient history. All of it. P’Arth, Kieran, we have to let it go. They have. There’s no point in harboring that hatred for Kieran if she doesn’t harbor any herself,” she reasoned calmly. 

Kit sighed, but nodded. “I’m trying. I really am. But Laren, you didn’t see the fear in her eyes. She was like a wounded animal, screaming in pain. Jesus,” she shivered, remembering the sound of Kieran’s hysteria. “I cannot imagine what that woman did to her. Shit, you know my mom. You know she has a seriously high pain threshold. And she was screaming Laren. At the top of her lungs. Like a Klingon in a rite of ascension ceremony,” she said, trying to make the memory dull in her mind. 

Kathryn nodded silently. “I saw Kieran carry her own severed thumb back to Voyager, after an away mission, and she didn’t even grimace. It had been lopped off by a Hirogen who had meant to take her head off,” she told them. “When Naomi was kidnapped, she took a disruptor blast point blank in the chest, and never even cried out. When Emily jumped off the Admin building, Naomi told me, Kieran almost tore her own arm off hanging off the edge of the barrier wall. But the only times I’ve ever seen her in pain were definitely more emotional than physical. When Naomi was sick, when she found out about Kit’s abuse—those were the low points of her life. I can’t imagine her being hurt badly enough to scream like that. I just can’t fathom it.”

“Well, ask Naomi, because we both saw it. Ask Kate Pulaski. Kieran didn’t remember any of us at that point, but she remembered Kate. Because Kate had saved her from P’Arth.” Kit smiled then. “When Mom finally calmed down, she kissed Kate’s cheek and told her she loved her. And Kate damn near lost it. It was worth the price of admission, seeing that.”

Laren chuckled. “So even Kate has a soft side. Good for Joely for having access to it. I should make a point of stopping by their quarters with a housewarming gift.”

Kit smiled at her lover. “What a great idea. Let’s get the Wildwomen organized, and show up en masse. Maybe we can interrupt something,” she giggled. 

Kathryn snorted, finishing her beer. “Okay, I draw the line at picturing that. I have to get home. You two have another round on me. I’ll see you both tomorrow, I’m sure,” she added, waving at them as she left the pub. 

“I thought she’d never leave,” Laren flirted, leaning over to kiss her lover. “Now, how about if we go home and do something Cassidy will interrupt when you’re back to playing bodyguard?”

Kit grinned. “I like the way you think. I’ll race you.”

_____________

Robin Wildman punched commands into her workstation, checking her schedule over the next several days. The negotiations were set to begin in a couple of days, but until then, she had very little on her schedule, since many of the crew were still off the ship and exploring the Earth. She glanced up from the monitor, and noted Ro Laren standing expectantly in her doorway.

“Laren,” she waved her inside, “what brings you by?” she asked pleasantly. She had been expecting the Bajoran to show up, and she was surprised it had taken her so long.

“Robbie, I need to—could you—I really need to talk to someone,” she finally admitted, still standing in the door jamb, as if crossing the threshold would seal her fate somehow. 

Robin laughed. “You have to actually walk through the door, Ro. I can’t yell across the room,” she chastised the First Officer. 

Laren smiled sheepishly, scooting through the door, which closed behind her as Robin hit a key on her desktop control board. “Now, sit down and tell me what’s on your mind.”

Laren fidgeted in her chair, but arranged her legs and finally stopped crossing and uncrossing them. “Lenara said I should talk to you about my situation with Kit,” she began, uncertain where to start. 

“She mentioned to me that Kit had resumed her relationship with Emily and Jenny,” Robin prompted her, trying to convey assurance to the rattled Bajoran. Robin tucked her shoulder length brown hair behind her ears. “How are you handling that?”

Laren grinned. “At least you didn’t say ‘how are you feeling about that’,” she smarted. Laren noted Robin was waiting for a serious answer, and she sighed. “I am feeling like benawa,” she confessed. “How the hell do you do this, Robs?”

“Do what, exactly?” Robin clarified, blue eyes twinkling. 

“Share,” Laren said bluntly. “Without letting it drive you crazy.” 

Robin nodded. “Well, my circumstances were a bit different than yours. Lenara was my wife, and she was in love with Naomi, and to a lesser degree, with Kieran, too. And I knew I was going to lose her to them if I didn’t learn to deal with my insecurity,” she explained gently. 

“Precisely,” Laren agreed. “Kit is in love with them, and I am going to lose her if I keep her from them. How did you stop feeling insecure?” she asked plaintively. 

“I’m not sure I ever really have,” Robin replied honestly. “Not completely. Feelings aren’t like a plasma coil you can turn on and off,” she pointed out. “It’s a surrender I make every day,” she realized. “A surrender of my ego, a surrender of my will, a surrender of my fear,” she said consolingly. 

The Ro must surrender. 

“And you mastered the ability to surrender. How did you learn it?” Laren pressed.

Robin smiled warmly. “I slept with Naomi,” she replied simply. “In fact, I was the first one to cross the boundary between the platonic and the romantic dynamic we all shared. Because deep down, I wanted Kieran and I wanted Naomi every bit as much as Lenara did. The four of us just had an incredible chemistry, even before we were lovers. I just had to surrender, first, on the level of admitting to myself what I wanted.” 

Laren considered. “Jenny said something similar. She thought she was going to lose Kit to Emily, unless she learned to love them both and accept that they still loved each other. And Jenny ended up being the one to introduce the idea to Kit, to help Kit accept that it was truly what she wanted, even if Kit couldn’t say so out loud.” She pondered a moment. “So the fearful one was the one who created the group bond,” she murmured.

Robin nodded. “I could hardly fault Lenara for what she felt when I had been the one to be unfaithful to her. I was so afraid she would cross that line that I crossed it myself. Of course, Naomi really encouraged me to.”

“Kit would be thrilled if I slept with Emily or Jenny,” Laren agreed.

“And how would you feel about that?” Robin asked faintly, knowing full well Laren was conflicted.

Laren exhaled slowly, her bangs lifting off her forehead on her breath. “I care about them, Robbie, I really do. And if I think about a one-on-one situation with either of them, I can almost imagine it. But in my head, when I picture that, I picture myself exclusively with Emily or with Jenny, still. Not a group arrangement. I mean, I could be involved with any of them, singularly. But I can’t imagine being involved with more than one of them at a time.” 

Robin nodded enthusiastically. “That’s progress. It’s a step forward. I was the same, Laren. I could see myself individually with each of them, just not in a group dynamic. In fact, the group mentality didn’t emerge for a long time with us, not really. We experimented with it on our honeymoon, but really, it was more like I had three wives, as opposed to a group marriage. I didn’t really understand the fanu’tremu, not then,” she recalled. 

“So you loved all three of them as individuals, but not collectively?” Laren asked, trying to get a grip on the concept.

“Right. But the longer we lived together, the more accustomed I became to seeing my wives with each other, and the more affectionate we became as a collective. The seamlessness emerged over time. We each had our individual couple dynamics, and emotionally, we grew closer and closer, until the natural progression became an emergent group dynamic. We still have our individual relationships, but we have a relationship as a whole entity, as well. And truthfully, the times when all four of us are together sexually are the most fulfilling, because our gratitude for what we share is so prevalent at those times, we’re overwhelmed by it,” Robin shared. “And the fanua’thal’nara is sacred to Lenara, so when we’re together that way, it is very much a spiritual experience.”

Laren nodded vigorously. “As with my people. Bajorans treat sex as a very spiritual thing, partly because it is a gift of our vulnerability, and partly because the Pagh lifeforce is exposed completely then. And it joins with your partner’s Pagh, so that the Prophets become aware of the coupling,” she explained. “It feels wrong to me to love Kit as much as I do and not have our names written in the sacred scrolls of the temple,” she added sadly. “Do you ever feel—jealous when you know two of your wives are together?” she asked, biting her lip.

“Yes. I try not to be, but it is a balancing act. The longer we are together, the less jealous I tend to be, though. What used to be an acute insecurity is now a fleeting pang, a momentary thing. Because I know if I hear Lenara and Naomi making love, I always have the right to join them, and they would welcome me.”

“Do you, ever?” Laren wondered.

“Rarely,” Robin admitted. “We are good about according one another privacy. But I still know I have the option. And once in awhile, the sound of them will make me so wanton, I do let myself intrude. Especially Kieran and Lenara, because they are both very vocal,” she said, chuckling. 

“Yes, I know,” Laren teased. “I was at the farm with you, remember?” She considered. “Is it ever just a dynamic of three?” she asked.

“Sometimes,” Robin allowed. “When Kieran was missing, it was only Naomi and Lenara and I. And Kieran is much busier with ship’s business that the rest of us, so we are often a threesome when Kieran can’t be with us.”

“Are there imbalances?” Laren asked, relaxing a bit with the topic.

“Sometimes. For example, when Kieran and I decided to have Cami, we were very closed coupled in the early months of the pregnancy. And now that Lenara is carrying Naomi’s child, the two of them are rather cocooned, from time to time. But we are all cognizant of the tendency to close out the others, and we challenge ourselves not to. Naomi made a point of coming to me, offering herself, making sure I was dealing with the pregnancy and the repercussions. And we police each other, in a sense. If we see someone becoming exclusive, we’ll make a gentle suggestion to include all of us, and it always works.” 

Laren laced her fingers together, thinking a mile a minute. Could she be the one to say to her partners she felt neglected? She doubted it. “Did you ever feel—inadequate? Like the other three really wouldn’t miss you if you fell into a black hole?” she asked softly.

“I did in the beginning. It’s what kept me from allowing the boundaries to dissolve in the first place. I was so sure the three of them would leave me out, push me away. But they never have. I also know Kieran felt pretty disposable when she came back from the jungle planet. The three of us hadn’t curled up and died without her, and it made her question whether she was redundant to our happiness. She struggled with that a lot. But Naomi drew her back in, convinced her how necessary she is to our fanu’tremu,” she explained. “Truly, I cannot imagine this marriage without each one of us in it. When Kieran disappeared, it took us a very long time to find any equilibrium again. And then it was mostly because Cami was born, and we knew she needed a nurturing home environment. Children necessitate and in some sense, facilitate, the bond between us. I can’t explain that any better,” Robin realized. “You’ll understand if you ever have children with the girls.” 

“Do you think of Cami as yours and Kieran’s?” Laren asked, curious about how kinship worked in a group marriage.

“Absolutely not. We know she is genetically ours, yes, but she is just as much Naomi’s and Lenara’s child as Lenara’s baby is all of ours. We forget, sometimes, Cami is genetically mine, because she only looks like Kieran. I cannot wait to see what Lenara and Naomi’s baby will look like,” she said absently, trying to picture their daughter. “Laren, I know you’re struggling, right now. But I swear to you, the fastest way to get over it is to reach out to Emily and Jenny. Are you and Kit able to be sexual, now that she’s slept with them again?”

Laren nodded. “Yes, but I am very self-conscious about it now. I keep wondering if she’s thinking about them when she’s with me.” 

Robin nodded. “I promise you, she’s not. At least, I never have thought about being with my other wives when I was with one of them. Although I admit, sometimes I picture two of them together, or all three of them, and that can get me pretty excited. It’s an incredible experience, watching three people you love as they love each other,” she murmured. “Being a spectator can bring a whole new dimension to your sex life,” she confided, blushing slightly.

Laren chuckled. “Robbie, you’re so cute when you get all shy,” she teased. “But I appreciate your willingness to talk openly. I know you’re a private person, ordinarily,” she said gratefully. 

“So that’s my advice,” Robin concluded. “Reach out to Emily or Jenny or both. Let yourself experiment and explore. The logistics will work themselves out.”

Laren breathed deeply, meditatively. “I’ll try,” she decided. 

_____________

Katie Torres was on the Chancellor’s ship again, just as she had been almost every time Geejay Janeway wanted to talk to her. It seemed Ja’Kir was either on Sato, or Katie was on his ship with him, day in and day out. Geejay found herself openly scorned, now, when she tried to spend time with Katie. Katie had begun to talk about going to Qo’noS to live, and how she wanted to be a warrior. She and Ja’Kir played all sorts of battle games, and when Geejay had asked to play along, they told her she could not because she was human, and too fragile. At one point, Katie had grown weary of Geejay asking, and she allowed her to participate, but she hurt Geejay within minutes, and Geejay had gone to sickbay with a deep thigh bruise. 

Geejay had been spending most of her time in her room, doing mathematical equations to distract herself. She had inherited Kathryn and Seven’s collective love of math, of its precision and logic, and in the past year, she had begun to excel in school in the sciences. Geejay had also read everything she could find about Klingon culture, and Seven and Kathryn were amused to see that the replicator logs indicated she had been sampling qagh, rokeg blood pie, and Pipius claw. 

Now with the holidays behind them, and Katie giving Geejay the cold shoulder, Geejay was becoming more and more withdrawn. Kathryn and Seven had unsuccessfully tried to get her to take an outing with them, Naomi could not coax her to the holodeck, and even Cassidy Thompson couldn’t persuade Geejay to go diving with her in Florida in the manatee preserve. It was then that the adults understood without a doubt that Geejay was depressed, because she had fallen in love with Bessie and Babar, and her refusal to dive with Cassidy had Seven and Kathryn very concerned. 

Seven knew they needed to call in reinforcements. She discussed the problem with Kieran, who agreed to have Geejay come to the bridge. Children were rarely, if ever, permitted on the bridge of a starship, and Geejay had only been allowed twice since coming aboard Sato. Seven trusted that the promise of going onto the bridge would get Geejay out of her room, if for no other reason than it would give her something to rub Katie’s nose in. Geejay took the turbolift to the bridge, and the doors opened with a resonant “whoosh”. She stood there, uncertainly, looking around.

Kieran stood up from the Captain’s chair, smiling at her young friend. 

“Permission to enter the bridge, Captain?” Geejay asked hesitantly.

“Granted,” Kieran replied, laughing inwardly at the formality of Geejay’s manner. “Come and sit in my chair, Sport,” she offered, glad that the invitation got Geejay to smile ear to ear. 

“Really?” she squeaked, trotting down the ramp from the tactical stations to the command stations. Geejay sat down slowly, feeling the way the chair conformed to her body, gazing lovingly at the controls. 

“Would you like a tour?” Kieran asked, taking the First Officer’s chair beside her young friend. 

Geejay’s crystal blue eyes glistened. “This activates the sensor display, right?” she asked, pointing to the panel in front of her. “And this activates communications, shipwide,” she added, reciting. “Tactical, engineering, mission operations. If I choose one, the display panel changes for that subsystem.”

Kieran nodded. “That’s right. And if you want to systems at once, you tap two subsystem activation keys, and the display reconfigures for those two subsystems.”

Geejay tapped through the various subsystems and correctly identified every button on the console. Kieran was suitably impressed. “I can tell you’re Kathryn’s daughter,” she said approvingly. “How did you learn all that?” Kieran asked, her chest filling with love for the younger Janeway.

“I have my own ship,” she said haltingly, as if embarrassed. “A holographic one I command,” she added. “I guess that’s dumb, huh,” she muttered.

Kieran touched her sleeve. “Not at all. I used to play starship, too. Only I didn’t have a holodeck, so Cassidy and I drew control panels on chalkboards and we made command chairs out of our game room chairs.”

Geejay smiled gratefully. “You did? You don’t think it’s a silly game?” she asked.

“Who told you it is?” Kieran asked, suspecting it had been her own insensitive daughter.

“Katie. She says all my games are dumb, now. She likes to play Rite of Ascension,” Geejay explained. “Only I can’t play it. The painsticks hurt too much,” she said softly, not wanting anyone else to overhear. 

“Katie has been using pain sticks?” Kieran asked, alarmed. Her heart began to race, and she wanted to run to find her daughter, to verify she was breathing.

“Not real ones,” Geejay clarified. “But the ones she programmed are bad enough,” she said sadly. “The holodeck controls won’t let her program real ones. She can’t figure out how to override the safety protocols. Only, please don’t tell her I told you that, because if she gets in trouble, she’ll blame me,” Geejay pleaded. “You promised me if I had secrets, I could tell you,” she reminded her tall friend. 

“And I meant it,” Kieran agreed. “But I’m glad you told me, honey. I’ll have B'Elanna change the holodeck controls so Katie can’t program them to hurt herself, or you.” She smiled sympathetically at the little girl, knowing how her feelings were being hurt because Katie was ignoring her.

Geejay sighed. “I tried to make myself not cry,” she said dejectedly. “But I don’t understand what’s so honorable about hurting people,” she puzzled over it. “Ja’Kir is just mean,” she reported. “And Katie is mean when she’s with him.” 

“I have an idea,” Kieran said brightly. “Why don’t you and I have lunch together, and then you can show me your ship, since I showed you mine,” she offered. 

Geejay perked right up. “Where can we have lunch?” she asked, suddenly animated. 

“Anywhere you like,” Kieran promised. “What sounds good to you?”

“Can we sit at the Captain’s table in the Chimera?” she asked hopefully. “I don’t get to sit there, now that K-Mom is just an ambassador,” she added, feeling slighted by her mother’s reduction in status. 

Kieran fumed inwardly. “Let me guess. Katie has been teasing you about that, too, because I’m the Captain now?” she speculated correctly. 

Geejay nodded, rising from the Captain’s chair. “I never used to brag about K-Mom,” she replied. “I remember once, Na told me how you hate braggarts, so I’ve never been one,” she said thoughtfully. “Besides, I never wanted to make Katie feel bad about not having a captain for a mother,” she explained with the logic of a child. 

Kieran took her hand and led her back to the turbo lift. “Main street,” she ordered the invisible sentry. “Do you think Katie did feel bad about it?” she wondered.

“I know she was embarrassed that Noah doesn’t have a job,” Geejay advised. “She used to think that was great, because he would play with her, but since the twins were born, he doesn’t have time to play much. And Katie said a couple of times he should put the twins and Kelsey in day care and get a job like normal fathers,” she added. 

The turbo lift stopped and allowed them to exit, and Kieran put an arm around Geejay’s shoulders. “Okay, Sport, the Chimera it is. I’m glad you picked there. It’s my favorite,” she added. 

Geejay smiled up at her, but her lip trembled as if she might cry. 

Kieran knelt in the corridor, looking intently at the child who looked so much like Seven Kieran could hardly believe it. “Sweetie, what’s wrong?” she asked, heart tugging at her. “Your moms tell me you almost never come out of your room, you hardly eat—we’re worried, Sport. Tell me what’s bothering you.” 

Geejay considered, trying to gather her emotions under a tight rein. “Why do people stop loving people?” she asked innocently. “How can you love someone one day and then not love them any more?”

“Like for example?” Kieran pressed, smoothing Geejay’s hair with a gentle hand. 

“Like when K-Mom and Borg Mom didn’t live together,” she replied. “Or you and B'Elanna. Why don’t you love B'Elanna any more?” she asked, troubled at the transience of love. 

Kieran sighed softly. “It’s complicated Geejay. I do still love B'Elanna, very much. But I didn’t make her happy, and so we found partners who do make us happy,” she explained. 

“Oh. So I don’t make Katie happy, but Ja’Kir does,” she reasoned. “So she stopped loving me,” she concluded, troubled by it. “But what if I still love her? What am I supposed to do? I miss her,” she added. “A lot.” 

Kieran hugged her close, then, partly to comfort her and partly to allow a moment to get control of her own feelings. Geejay sounded so much like Naomi had as a child, and Geejay’s heartache made Kieran want to cry. “Oh, sweetie,” she said tenderly, “I know you do. But I promise, Katie hasn’t stopped loving you. She might think she has, she might even say she has, but she hasn’t. It’s like—like when you get a new toy, or a new holoprogram,” she analogized, holding Geejay by the shoulders. “You know how when you get a new holoprogram, it’s the most fun and exciting thing to do, and you do it every day?”

Geejay nodded. “Like Kit’s roller coasters. When she makes a new one everyone wants to ride it over and over.”

“That’s right. That’s called ‘novelty’,” Kieran explained. “The newness of something. But it wears off. Over time, that same roller coaster isn’t quite so exciting, and the more times you ride it, the less interesting it seems. The novelty wears off. It’s like that with people, sometimes, too.  A new friend might seem more interesting, just because they’re new, than an old friend does. But when the novelty wears off, Katie won’t think Ja’Kir is so interesting, any more. Right now, she just knows he’s exciting because he is from a different world, a different culture. It’s why we all love space exploration so much, too,” she added. “Because we all love meeting new aliens, and learning about their cultures, and making new friends with them.” 

Geejay nodded. “That makes sense. But what if the novelty never wears off? Like with you and Naomi, it never has, right?” she asked insightfully.

Kieran smiled. “Geejay, you never cease to amaze me,” she said appreciatively. “That’s exactly right. Naomi seems familiar to me, and the novelty has been replaced by something much, much more permanent than the initial excitement,” she explained. “It’s become a deeper attachment than when we were dating. The novelty wore off but in its place, there is love and devotion and respect.”

“That’s how I feel about Katie,” she agreed. “She isn’t new, and she isn’t exciting, exactly, but I care about her more now than when we were little,” she decided. “I just wish she wouldn’t ignore me completely,” she complained. “I think it’s good that she’s got Ja’Kir, but I hate it that she—replaced me with him,” she settled on a description for her feelings. “When you and Borg Mom were missing, Katie and I were so close,” she recalled. “We cried together all the time, and worried about you both, and we missed you so much. It was like we were each other’s family, then,” she described, trying to find the right words. “It didn’t make it okay that you were gone, exactly, but it made it—easier, a little bit. Does that make sense?” she asked hopefully. 

“Perfect sense. Seven and I felt the same about you, you know,” she asserted kindly. “We missed you so much, but it helped that we had each other. Especially because Seven and you look so much alike,” Kieran advised her young companion. “It made me remember you every day, and that made me sad, but Seven helped me feel better.” 

Geejay hugged Kieran tightly. “Please don’t ever get lost again, Kato. Everyone was so unhappy the whole time you were gone. Kit wouldn’t talk to me or come visit anyone, Cassidy moped around like the world had ended, even K-Mom wasn’t right,” she sighed. She touched Kieran’s cheek as if there were something else bothering her.

“Sport, what are you not telling me?” Kieran cajoled carefully. 

“I always thought I could count on Katie loving me,” she explained sadly. “I never thought we wouldn’t be best friends. But if that can change—if she can stop loving me, then I guess anyone can,” she realized. “And I don’t have any control over it if they do. It’s scary.”

Kieran nodded. “Yes, it can be. Love is always a risk. But it’s worth it, honey, I promise. If Naomi stopped loving me tomorrow, I would be very sad. But it wouldn’t make me sorry we ever loved each other, just because it ended.”

“Katie said we would always be best friends,” she noted. “Why did she lie?”

Kieran shook her head. “I don’t think she meant to tell you a lie. I’m sure when she told you that, she meant it.”

“So when Borg Mom says she’ll always love me, she means it now, but tomorrow she might not?” Geejay asked, trying to understand. 

Kieran laughed lightly. “I think it’s a safe bet Seven really will always love you, Sport. Don’t let Katie shake your faith in everyone, Geejay. That would be a shame.”

“What if you stop loving me?” Geejay asked, afraid of the answer. “I don’t think I could stand that,” she bared her soul. “It’s been hard with Katie, but I couldn’t ever get over it if you changed your mind,” she added.

Kieran’s throat tightened, and she couldn’t speak for a long moment. “Geejay, I will never stop loving you. There is nothing in this life that could change my mind about that. I swear it to you,” she replied seriously. 

Geejay knew enough about Trill culture to know that if a Trill identified person swore on their life, on their fanua, that was as solid as a promise ever got. “You swear it on your fanua?” she asked, fretting. 

Kieran nodded. “I do. I swear it on my fanua,” she echoed. “Okay?”

Geejay smiled. “Okay.”

“Okay,” Kieran agreed. “Let’s eat lunch.” I have got to remember to tell Pierre that Kathryn’s family can use the Captain’s table anytime they like. I had no idea Geejay would feel bad about that.

“Have you ever had Pipius claw?” Geejay asked Kieran as they entered the restaurant. 

Kieran laughed. “Yes, I have. I don’t care for it.” 

“Me, either,” Geejay asserted. “It tastes like smelly feet,” she added, giggling. 

_____________

Captain Kieran Wildman wrapped her wife in supportive arms. “How do you feel, Be’thal?” she asked Lenara, who was pale and drawn looking. “Is it too much for you?”

Lenara shook her head. “No. Kathryn is being careful to take plenty of breaks, and P’Arth is being accommodating.”

Kieran scowled. “Accommodating? Is that what you call that forty minute filibuster she went on in opening remarks?” She kissed Lenara’s forehead tenderly. “I hate putting you through this, Le’sharon,” she whispered, pressing her lips against Lenara’s vallette.

Lenara leaned into Kieran’s embrace, sighing. “I am always so tired, no matter how much I sleep,” she admitted. “But really, shar cadre, she is very articulate, and I do appreciate her position. In fact, I agree with her. The Klingons befriended your people long before the Romulans, and I understand why they are insulted,” she admitted. 

Kieran nodded. “I know. I can’t say I really see eye to eye with Starfleet on this one.” Kieran let Lenara rest against her chest, holding her possessively. “You know I love you, don’t you?” she asked.

Lenara eased back, gazing up at her wife. “Cha’malar'on, of course I do,” she replied, brow wrinkling with concern. “Are you all right, dre’on?” she asked, unsure of why Kieran was so pensive. She squeezed Kieran’s waist. “Naomi told you about the nightmares, didn’t she?”

Kieran hung her head. “Yes.”

“It was a dream, my love, nothing more,” Lenara assured her wife, her gray-green eyes warming. “Please, don’t worry yourself so,” she pleaded. “We are fanua’thal, and death can’t change that,” she asserted firmly. 

Kieran closed her eyes against the sudden rush of tenderness welling in her chest. “Shar Lenara,” she whispered. “Don’t believe for a nanosecond that I could bear this life without you in it,” she replied. 

Lenara touched Kieran’s face, thinking about how it had looked after the wormhole accident. “We have lost each other so many times, Kieran, and I need to know that if something happens, you won’t let it end our love, or the life we’ve built with Robbie and Naomi.”

Kieran’s words came out half-strangled. “The marriage survived when I was lost, that’s true,” she agreed. “But I don’t pretend it could survive losing you.”

“But it must, shar thala,” she insisted. “Please tell me you understand why, or I have completely failed this union,” Lenara said beseechingly. 

“I do understand, and I know and will honor my vows to you. I will never leave the fanu’tremu, and I won’t let Robbie and Naomi forget what we promised one another.” 

“Thank you,” Lenara said solemnly. “Because if the bond is broken, then I will truly cease to live on,” she asserted. “Except in the Kahn symbiont. I want more of me to carry on than only that,” she urged Kieran to understand. “Besides,” she tried to sound more upbeat, “Naomi has dreams all the time, and not all of them are prophetic. I think she is just anxious about the baby,” she decided. 

Kieran nodded. “Probably. Oh, Nara, this little girl is going to be so incredible—brilliant and more beautiful than any child we’ve ever imagined,” she said softly. “I am so happy about this pregnancy.” 

“As am I,” Lenara agreed. “I know I don’t say enough, I get so caught up in my formulas and my wormhole musings, but I have never stopped being grateful that you were able to accept the love Naomi and I share. Your support and your openness has given us this opportunity—all of us. You conceived of this marriage even before I did. I didn’t see it as remotely possible, not with two humans in the mix. It was brave of you to push Naomi in my direction that summer,” she praised her wife. 

“Not brave,” Kieran disagreed. “Greedy. I loved you then, and I wanted to be able to express that love in a broader context than friendship.” Kieran smiled down at her Trill lifemate. “And you were the one who was generous, Lenara. After all, you forgave me for Seven,” she reminded the Trill.

Lenara’s expression softened perceptibly. “Kieran, there was nothing to forgive. If she had wanted to be part of this fanu’tremu, we would have opened our arms, and been happy for you both. I never gave it a second thought. Please, stop torturing yourself over that. Let it go. And know that the Wildwomen love you, endlessly.”

Kieran studied her, the kindness in her eyes, the gentleness in her touch, and she knew once again that she was a most blessed individual. “It’s time to go back. Are you up to it?” she asked protectively.

Lenara nodded. “The sooner we get back to it, the sooner it ends,” she decided, hugging her wife once more. 

______________
Kathryn Janeway had heard it all before, and she was weary of it. P’Arth kept reminding the delegates how loyal the Klingon Empire had been to the Federation, how many Klingons had died not only in the Dominion War, but at Wolf 359, and in every major battle they had ever joined in on. She reminded them of her countrymen who served and continued to serve in the ranks of Starfleet. She detailed the close relations the Empire had with Deep Space Nine, with the Enterprise, with the various member worlds. 

And of course, the Romulans pointed out that the Klingons turned on their Federation allies in the middle of the Dominion War, however briefly. P’Arth’s temper remained in check, but her eyes fairly blazed with anger at the reminder of the rift. 

The problem was, Kathryn had very little to offer in the way of conciliatory gestures. The wormhole was a done deal, as far as Starfleet was concerned, and the United Federation of Planets could hardly refute their logic. The Romulans had superior technology to the Klingons, and a cold and calculating demeanor in battle, both assets the Federation could ill afford to ignore. The Romulans were a superior ally, and Starfleet knew it.

Lenara Wildman had put in her two cents for the cause, explaining in painstaking detail why the conditions in Romulan space were more favorable for the establishment of a permanent wormhole than the conditions near Qo’noS. P’Arth was not versed well enough in the science involved to argue it, and while it was never Lenara’s intention to undermine P’Arth’s stature, P’Arth felt humiliated. Like any true diplomat, even a Klingon, she schooled her outrage to passivity, kept her countenance under control, and appeared impervious to any perceived insult. But Detara, who attended the Chancellor, fumed visibly when Lenara had made her case. Lenara was uncertain of how she had offended the Klingons, and she had done her best to choose her words carefully, but it was clear they were upset. It didn’t help that the Romulan delegates had gloated visibly when Lenara was speaking. Kieran had tried to console her wife, reassuring her that the things she said were completely appropriate, but Lenara was uneasy. 

“Chancellor,” she called after P’Arth in the hallway as the talks broke up for the day. “Chancellor P’Arth, please wait,” she urged, rushing after the Klingon contingent, her Trill robes flapping as she hurried.

Kit jogged to keep up, annoyed with Lenara for ignoring the way Kit discouraged her from pursuing a conversation with the Chancellor. “Lenara,” she hissed. “Don’t. You’ll only make it worse,” she whispered to her mother. 

Lenara marched determinedly onward, making Kit hustle. P’Arth had pretended not to hear, but when they had gone nearly to the atrium of the building, she finally turned to face the Trill. “Doctor Kahn,” she acknowledged her. “Forgive me. Wildman,” she corrected herself. 

“Please, Chancellor, tell me why you are angry,” Lenara requested, wringing her hands. “Did I say something to insult your honor?” she asked apologetically.

“Your briefing statement contained none of the scientific information you discussed today. The written documents you submitted mentioned none of the issues you raised,” she explained. It was customary to prepare written documents for such negotiations, so that every side had a basis for understanding and preparing their own counter arguments. 

Lenara nodded. “I apologize, Chancellor. It was not even an oversight on my part, but something I only discovered after I had submitted my final draft,” she explained. “It wasn’t an analysis I even intended to run, but an artifact of some preliminary testing I have done in the Sol system. I did not mean to blindside you. Please believe that. I am more than happy to take you to my laboratory, to show you the findings, to explain anything you like,” she pleaded, hoping to save the day. “The relations between my people and yours are crucial, Chancellor. I have every intention of presenting only the most salient scientific data. I promise you, I do not have a political agenda,” she pledged, extending her hands to the Chancellor. “I am prostrate before you,” she added, covering her eyes and dropping to her knees.

P’Arth looked at Detara, then at Kit, fully bewildered. “You are—why are you shielding your eyes?” she asked. 

Detara grasped P’Arth’s forearm. “qagh Sopbé,” she warned her mistress. 

Lenara understood her perfectly, and directed her comment to Detara. “quvwIj DatIchpu',” she advised the young woman.

P’Arth was startled that Lenara spoke Klingon, but nodded approval and scowled at Detara, who had told P’Arth Lenara was acting suspiciously. Lenara had shot back with “you have insulted my honor.”

“bljatlh ‘e’ ylmev, Detara,” she growled at her vassal. 

Kit intervened, for although she had no idea what was being said, the tone was unmistakable. P’Arth was furious with Detara, and Detara was furious with Lenara, and poor Lenara only wanted to appease everyone concerned. “Chancellor, let me explain. For a Trill to prostrate herself before you is the sincerest apology in Lenara’s culture. The symbolic covering of the eyes is to express her abject unworthiness to look upon your glory,” Kit played it up. “She is begging your forgiveness,” she added, a pleading tone in her voice.

“What is the proper response?” P’Arth said to Kit in hushed tones. “I am not familiar with this ritual.”

Kit leaned closer, and whispered the words in Trill. Then she repeated them once more, so that P’Arth could repeat them. 

“What did I just say?” P’Arth asked, realizing she had taken Kit at her word without question. 

“You said ‘uncover your eyes, all is forgiven’, Chancellor. That is the proper response,” Kit explained. 

P’Arth was flustered, because Lenara remained on the floor. “Doctor Kahn, please, get up,” she insisted, feeling embarrassed. “Kahless in retreat,” she swore an oath. “I am not angry with you. If you tell me you did not intend to take me unawares with this information to rattle me, then I believe you. You are a woman of impeccable honor,” she complimented Lenara, reaching down to help her up. 

Lenara smiled gratefully, her humility having won the day. “You are gracious, indeed, Chancellor. And I am your servant, however I may assist you. Would you like to see my data? Kit and I can certainly spend all evening, if you’d like. Please. Come to dinner at my home, let me go over the information with you. It is the very least I can do.” 

P’Arth smiled genuinely then. “Your mother is charming,” she said to Kit. “How can I refuse such a sincere offer?” She turned to her vassal. “Detara, you may return to the ship,” she said dismissively, conveying extreme disapproval to her companion. “I will be home later. Please see that Ja’Kir has his dinner and does his homework. Don’t wait up for me,” she instructed her servant. 

“Yes, councilwoman,” Detara replied, though she glared covertly at Lenara. She slapped her communication badge and barked something angrily into it. 

Lenara watched her leaving, concern crinkling the corners of her eyes. “Chancellor, did I say something that Detara took offense at?” she asked reluctantly. “She does not seem to like me very much,” she added.

“Detara is very protective of me, of my honor, of my house,” she replied, touching Lenara’s arm. “Think nothing of her behavior. I will discipline her, if you wish.”

“Heavens, no,” Lenara replied, alarmed. “I simply did not understand why she was so upset.”

“She has delusions, I am afraid. Aspirations she can never achieve. She fancies herself integral to my happiness, to my well-being. She is an employee, but she wants to be more,” P’Arth explained. “And she is jealous of my esteem for you. She wishes she could impress me the way you have. Shall we?” she asked solicitously, holding out her arm to the Trill scientist. She held her breath, hoping the incredibly beautiful woman beside her would not refuse.

Lenara took her arm, smiling brightly. “Have you ever eaten Trill food, Chancellor?” she asked, following the Klingon’s powerful gait. 

P’Arth smiled. “I would love to try it. Thank you for the invitation. Are you certain your wives won’t mind the imposition?” she asked politely. “More to the point, Doctor, are you certain you don’t mind? You have such important work to do, and I fear I am distracting you from it.”

“It is no imposition in either case,” Lenara assured her. “Naomi always makes more for dinner than our family could possibly eat, and we always have Trill cuisine on Thursdays,” she offered. “Naomi is considered an excellent cook, I might add.” 

“You are kind, Doctor. I would very much like to have you show me your research, and explain it to me. I am afraid I am a very slow study in all things scientific. I’m a politician, and a warrior, not a scholar. When I was younger, I was familiar with your work, and I was very much in awe of you. But you may find that I am entirely too much a dullard to comprehend what you are doing, now. Your theories have advanced so much since I read your work,” she sighed. 

“I’m sure they aren’t all that different, now, and I’ll try not to bore you to Sto’Vo’Kor,” she promised. 

P’Arth regarded her with distinct delight, throwing her head back and laughing. “You are a very clever woman,” she said, chuckling long after the joke. “I can see why Kieran married you,” she added. “Or more precisely, why you married her,” she amended, grinning. “Your sense of humor is identical to hers,” she explained. 

Kit Wildman followed behind the two women, grinding her teeth. It galled her that Lenara was sucking up to this Klingon, and it rankled in her even more that P’Arth was acting so chummy with her adoptive mother’s wife. She stowed her anger, however, and kept her face as inscrutable as a stone. 

Naomi had made pra’gache, Lenara’s favorite Trill dish, and a favorite of Kieran’s, as well. Lenara and Naomi did their best to carry the conversation, and Kieran tried not to scowl at P’Arth, but she only marginally succeeded. When the meal was over, they had a drink in the living room. Robin served bloodwine to P’Arth, who glanced around Kieran’s quarters as if she hadn’t seen them before. 

P’Arth wandered over to Naomi’s piano, touching the ivory keys. “I used to love this instrument when I was in school at the Academy,” she said to no one in particular. “There was a girl on our team who played—Kieran, do you remember her?” she asked, turning to the Captain. 

“Yes. Skyler Barrows was her name. She was quite good,” Kieran added. 

“Are you still in contact with any of the old team?” P’Arth asked amiably.

“Skyler died in the war,” Kieran replied. “But no, I don’t keep up with anyone who survived,” she admitted.

“You were always musical,” P’Arth commented. “Do you play this?”

“Piano,” Kieran supplied. “No, I don’t. Naomi is an astonishing musician. It’s her instrument,” she explained, easing down into her chair. 

“Counselor,” she turned to Naomi. “Would you please play something for me?”

“Of course, Chancellor,” Naomi capitulated. “I’d be delighted.” 

Naomi played two selections from her ever growing repertoire, and P’Arth stood beside her, watching her fingers dance over the keys. P’Arth closed her eyes, and suddenly she was back at the Academy, listening to Skyler play. It had been during a tournament, and the team had gone back to their hotel for the evening. Ambling through the lobby, they had spotted the grand piano, and persuaded Skyler to play for them. P’Arth and Kieran had sat on a couch together, holding hands and exchanging enamored looks. P’Arth opened her eyes, and Lenara looked on, startled as she realized P’Arth’s eyes had tears in them. P’Arth swayed, slightly, moving imperceptibly to the music. That night at the hotel, she had claimed Kieran Thompson, and Kieran had marked her, as well. The bloodlust had gripped them both, she recalled, and that night had been particularly wild. P’Arth could not recall how or when their relationship had deteriorated into constant bickering and anger, only that it had. 

After dinner, Lenara went over the findings several times, patiently answering every question P’Arth asked, no matter how directionless. For good measure, Lenara had Naomi accompany them to the lab, and of course, Kit, who would not leave P’Arth alone with her mothers for an instant. She heard very little of the scientific lecture, instead concentrating on memorizing P’Arth’s chi, feeling it, sensing it, and mentally calculating how to counter it should the need arise. Kit was perched on the edge of her chair, like a cat ready to leap across a crevasse. 

Together, Naomi and Lenara found a way to make P’Arth understand the physics and mathematics involved in the science of stable wormholes, by using analogies and metaphors when simple language failed. P’Arth was far from the dullard she had proclaimed herself to be, but it was clear she was not a scientist. Still, she did her best, and no matter how frustrated she became, she never lost her tactful and respectful manner with her hostesses. 

Kit realized that P’Arth never did anything predictable. Kit had expected her to lose her temper at the negotiating table, but she didn’t. Kit had waited for the inevitable outburst as Lenara went over the complex theoretical material, but it never came. She had expected the violent person she had read about to emerge, but only the diplomat was in attendance. 

“Doctor, I am tiring you,” P’Arth mentioned at one point, as she noted Lenara’s vallette paling. “Please, let me walk you back to your quarters,” she added, sounding very worried. She looked to Naomi with a pleading expression.

“I’m fine, Chancellor,” Lenara replied, closing her eyes to steady herself. “It’s just—I’m pregnant, and I am afraid the baby is taking a good bit of my physiological resources, just now,” she said apologetically.

P’Arth’s face fell. “Pregnant? And you have allowed me to keep you out so late? I am ashamed, Doctor,” she wailed. She knelt in the floor, covering her eyes. “Please, forgive me. I did not know you are with child,” she apologized.

Lenara smiled warmly. “You have no need to prostrate yourself. You couldn’t have known, and I insisted on this meeting,” she assured the Klingon. “Please, Chancellor, get up,” she urged. “You should never be on your knees for anyone,” she said kindly. 

P’Arth obediently arose, helping Lenara to her feet. “I am grateful for the instructive patience you have shown me, all of you,” she told the three women. “You should have advised me you are not well, Doctor. I understand enough to see why you have supported the Federation’s position, and I will not continue to argue my own selfish agenda,” she pledged. “You have sacrificed much for your work, and taken excessive risks, and I will not ask you to endanger anyone further for this wormhole. The Romulans will gloat, but I will make the high council understand the science involved as best I can. I only wish you could both come and explain it to them, as I am certainly inadequate to the task.” She held Lenara’s arm, making sure she was stable on her feet. “Are you able to walk to your quarters?” she asked quietly.

“I am. But if you would accompany us, I would be honored,” Lenara replied. “Will you be in trouble with your government for acquiescing to the Federation’s plans?” she asked, knowing how hard it must be for the proud warrior to give in for any reason.

P’Arth smiled. “You are kind to be concerned, Doctor,” she said genuinely as they exited the lab, Kit and Naomi following behind them. “It will not be the most popular decision I could make, but I will bear the brunt of the council’s ire willingly. My fear is that the men on the council will conclude I am weak because I am a woman, and that will color their perceptions. It is not easy, being in a position of authority as a female in my society,” she explained. 

The truth of her words hit Lenara, suddenly. P’Arth was probably a target for assassination every moment she spent on Qo’noS. Lenara gazed at the tall, muscular woman in warrior’s garb. “You are at risk,” she stated more than asked. 

“Not your concern,” P’Arth replied easily. “I have served my people to the best of my ability, and if they no longer wish to avail themselves of my services, then today is a good day to die,” she chuckled, as if it meant nothing to her if she were murdered. “Mor’dehK understood these things, and he awaits me in Sto’Vo’Kor. There is no dishonor in service to the Empire, and I will not meet Gre’thor anytime soon,” she concluded. “Besides, my tenure on the high council, however brief, pales in comparison to my role in the war. Or at least it has, until now,” she said sincerely, smiling at Lenara. “I cannot tell you how much of an honor it has been to meet you. There has never been a Klingon scholar or scientist equal to you,” she complimented the Trill. “May I ask a favor of you, Doctor Kahn?” she requested as they stopped outside the Wildman’s quarters. 

Naomi and Kit looked at the Chancellor expectantly, but it was clear P’Arth’s focus was solely on Lenara. 

“Of course, Chancellor,” Lenara replied. “How may I assist you?”

“It is a vanity,” P’Arth admitted sheepishly. “Would you—allow me to have a holophoto taken with you, for my collection? This has been the crowning moment of my political career, and I would like to remember it always.”

Lenara was stunned. “Only that?” she asked mildly. 

P’Arth nodded. “It would mean a great deal to me. My family will treasure it.”

“Of course, Chancellor. I would be delighted,” she agreed. She hesitated to say goodbye, studying the Klingon before her.

“What is it?” P’Arth asked, noting the look of consternation Lenara wore.

“You—are not what I expected,” she said honestly. 

“Because Kieran has told you I am a monster,” she acknowledged. “Or so I understand from what she has said to me. I do not understand it. She remembers things I do not,” P’Arth puzzled over it. “I have tried to make amends with her. I know she despises me, and I don’t know why,” she said sadly. “I wish someone would tell me what I supposedly did that was so reprehensible,” she lamented. “I loved her. I had hoped to be friends with her. Clearly, she will not permit it.”

Kit Wildman had stood by silently all evening, watching the Chancellor working her phony charm on Lenara and Naomi, and her blood had reached a boiling point. “How convenient that you’ve forgotten beating my mother senseless,” she hissed, stepping in between Lenara and P’Arth, golden eyes smoldering. “If we weren’t in Federation space, I would love to return the favor,” she threatened the Chancellor. 

P’Arth glanced at Naomi and Lenara. “Is that what Kieran told you all?” she asked, bewildered. 

“It’s what we’ve seen and heard from everyone who knew her back then,” Kit answered for her mothers. 

Lenara was deceptively strong and she yanked Kit backwards. “Lieutenant,” she said tersely, “stand down. This is not your business, and Kieran would be the first to tell you so.” 

Kit stood there, clenching and unclenching her jaw, wanting to dismantle this arrogant Klingon. 

“Is what she says true, Doctor Kahn?” P’Arth asked quietly. 

Lenara swallowed hard, nodding. “It’s true. Chancellor, it’s in her medical records.” 

P’Arth was visibly upset and dismayed. “I don’t know what to say. That’s not what I remember,” she offered. “I hurt her?” she asked, sounding small and frightened. 

Kit was shaking with rage. Naomi rested a hand on her back to try to calm her. “Assaulted is more accurate,” Kit said under her breath.

P’Arth blanched. “Assaulted?” she murmured. She shook her head. “Surely not,” she muttered in disbelief.

“I can prove it,” Kit assured her. “Would you like to see her medical records?” she sneered, knowing P’Arth would never agree.

“Yes, I would,” P’Arth replied, folding her hands passively in front of her. “Please.” 

Kit was nonplussed. “I—I—” she stammered. She recovered herself momentarily. “Come with me,” she replied, leading them all to her quarters across the hall. 

Chancellor P’Arth sat stone-faced, reading over the medical data, perusing Kieran’s file. It had taken Naomi Wildman’s access code to open the documents, but as Kieran’s spouse and a ship’s counselor, she had the right to look at them. She had debated with herself only momentarily, knowing Kieran was intensely private, but also knowing the only way to diffuse the tension between Kit and P’Arth was for them to keep talking. The medical records were the crux of Kit’s arguments. 

P’Arth tried to conjure up the events of the last night she had been with Kieran. Lukara, P’Arth remembered saying to Kieran, you have insulted my honor for the last time. She remembered backhanding Kieran, who had cursed her in Klingonese. Kieran collapsed into a corner of the quad room, blood trickling from her mouth. The sight of it aroused P’Arth, and she lunged for Kieran, grasping her shoulders, the bloodlust giving her greater strength than she ordinarily possessed. Kieran went limp, and P’Arth crushed her body closer. Fight me, damn you, she had demanded angrily. Fight for this bond, she had snarled. Kieran slumped to the floor. P’Arth stood there, her blood raging in her veins. Lukara, she had said, shaking her head. She reached for a blanket, draping it over Kieran’s limp body. Too much bloodwine. You never could hold your liquor, any more than I could hold my humans, she had laughed. 

“I didn’t know,” P’Arth protested. “I thought she had too much to drink. I didn’t know I broke her jaw,” she insisted. “I swear it on the house of my father,” she said miserably. She tapped her comm badge, speaking in Klingonese to the person at the other end, who replied. 

Kit assumed she was asking to be transported off the ship, and expected as much from a coward. Instead, a transporter swirl appeared in Kit’s quarters, and two bat’leths materialized. 

P’Arth looked at Kit. “Take one. Whichever you prefer,” she said solemnly. 

“You think a gift will fix everything?” Kit demanded incredulously. 

P’Arth sighed. “I think a battle to the death will,” she replied. “You, me, the nearest holodeck,” she said in a wooden tone. “Isn’t that what you want? My blood, in exchange for your mother’s?”

Kit looked from Naomi to Lenara, back to P’Arth. “You want to fight me?” she asked, grinning confidently.  

P’Arth stood to go, selecting a bat’leth. “No, but you want to fight me.”

Lenara grabbed P’Arth’s arm, addressing her in Klingon. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? You’d kill Kieran’s daughter?” she asked in the guttural language. 

P’Arth shook her head, and replied in Klingonese as well. “No, I would not. But she claims the right of vengeance, as any honorable daughter would. I promise I will not hurt her.”

Lenara was near panic. “You don’t understand. She is a very skilled fighter. She may kill you,” Lenara argued. 

P’Arth shrugged, and said in English “It’s a good day to die.”  She turned to Kit. “Lead the way.”

Just then Ro Laren stumbled out of bed, rubbing her eyes. “What’s going on out here?” she asked. “You woke me up.”

Kit scurried over. “Nothing, honey. We’re going to a holodeck. I’m sorry we were loud. Go back to sleep,” she said calmly, leading Ro back into the darkened bedroom. “I love you, Laren,” she said tenderly, kissing her lover. “I’ll be home soon.” 

“Kittner,” Laren said suspiciously, “what are you doing?”

“P’Arth is going to show me some moves with a bat’leth, that’s all. Now go to bed, Averone,” she encouraged her. “I promise, I won’t be long.”

Laren yawned, nodding. “Okay, Kittner. Hurry back.”

Kit kissed her goodbye and tucked her into bed, went to her own room to retrieve her own bat’leth, then rejoined the women in her living room. “I’m ready,” she announced. “No offense, but I have my own blade,” she told the Chancellor.

“May I see it?” P’Arth asked, reaching for it. She examined the weapon, nodding approvingly. “Excellent quality. You have used them before, then?” she asked, wanting to be certain it would be a fair fight.

“I’ve been training over a year,” Kit replied. “I’m better with my bare hands than I am with a blade, but I’m not bad,” she said truthfully. 

“If you are Kieran’s child, I will take that to mean you are very skilled indeed. I presume you have the same gift of humble understatement your mother has,” she chuckled, waving the women out into the hallway. “Which way to your holodeck?”

It became readily apparent that P’Arth was not taking the offensive. She countered Kit’s attacks and fought them off, but she made no advances of her own. Naomi turned to Lenara, wringing her hands. “What the hell is she doing? She’s not fighting back,” she whispered. 

Lenara nodded. “She promised me she would not hurt Kit,” she replied. 

Kit circled her opponent, assuming that P’Arth was taking time to size her up, and that was why she hadn’t advanced against Kit. Kit noted that P’Arth was a very skilled and controlled fighter, graceful, economic in her motion. She kept waiting for the Klingon to retaliate, but P’Arth held back. Kit began to sweat from exertion, and on the next exchange, she swept P’Arth’s legs with a karate move. P’Arth’s teeth glittered with satisfaction as she hit the mat and rolled to avoid being beheaded. 

“You are very good,” she complimented Kit, a sincere admiration in her tone. She leapt to her feet and centered herself, blocking another blow.

Kit sneered. “You think you’ll lull me into complacency if you hold back long enough, but you won’t,” she challenged the Chancellor. “Fight me, you P’taQ,” she demanded, swinging through as P’Arth caught Kit’s blade with her own. Kit’s rage festered and her face contorted with it. “Fight me, God damn you,” she shouted angrily, letting out a blood curdling cry as she advanced on P’Arth again. 

P’Arth was startled when Kit actually landed a blow on her shoulder, and the metal edge shredded her tunic and her flesh. She glanced at the injury as if it were nothing. “You have drawn first blood,” she acknowledged to Kit. “Well done.” P’Arth took a defensive posture, ignoring the blood soaking the fabric of her tunic. She had not broken a sweat.

Lenara and Naomi exchanged worried looks. “Get Laren,” Lenara urged Naomi. “Hurry. P’Arth is going to let Kit kill her, and Kit will be court-martialed.”

Naomi exited the holodeck and sprinted to Laren’s quarters, waking the first officer up. “Kit and P’Arth,” she gasped, out of breath. “Hurry.”

Laren shook the cobwebs from her head, but she dressed in a flash and ran to the holodeck. As they entered, Laren was shocked to see blood everywhere. P’Arth was obviously letting Kit best her, and Laren had no idea why, but she knew from P’Arth’s history in the war that she could have slaughtered Kit in a manner of seconds if she had wanted to. 

Kit was unaware her lover had entered the holodeck, and when P’Arth’s bat’leth clattered against a wall after Kit knocked it free, P’Arth dropped to her knees, as if awaiting execution. Kit stepped back to gather momentum for her swing, thinking she would send the Chancellor’s head fifty feet rather than twenty.

“Kit!” Laren screamed, leaping at her and knocking her down. “Are you out of your fucking mind?” she roared, standing over her lover, who was sprawled on the mat at Laren’s feet. “Do you want to spend the rest of your life in a prison camp?” she demanded, hauling Kit up by the front of her uniform. “Do you?”

Kit’s fury drained away, and looked from Laren to the Chancellor, who was still kneeling where she would have let Kit finish her. “Holy shit, you’re bleeding,” she said to P’Arth, suddenly in control of her faculties again. “Laren, we have to get her to sickbay,” she realized, snapping into action. 

“No shit,” Laren scowled. “Chancellor,” she helped P’Arth to her feet, “come with me. I ought to have you both arrested,” she snarled, shaking P’Arth by the uninjured arm, and grabbing Kit by the front of her uniform again. “Are you insane?”

P’Arth smiled. “Probably,” she replied affably. 

Joely Winfield was back on duty, though she moved gingerly enough to suggest she was not entirely at her best. She answered the hail to sickbay and found the Chancellor bleeding profusely. She didn’t ask any questions, but one look at Ro Laren told her that all was not well. 

Laren turned to Kit, satisfied that Joely would tend to the Chancellor. “Lieutenant,” she barked angrily, “you get your ass to the holodeck and clean it up. Every drop of blood. And put those bat’leths someplace where no one will find them,” she added, fuming. “God damn it Kit,” she threw her hands up, “do you have any idea what sort of compromising position you’ve put me in?”

Kit nodded slowly. “I’m sorry. Don’t violate regs for me, Laren. You’ve done it too many times before. Just call security and have me thrown in the brig,” she replied. 

P’Arth was listening to their exchange, and howled with laughter. Joely was certain the woman had lost her mind.

“What’s so funny?” Lenara demanded, losing patience with everyone present. 

“Those two,” P’Arth answered, laughing. “If I had an ounce of latinum for every time Kieran covered for my sorry ass in school,” she wheezed, slapping her thigh. “I see the tradition continues,” she advised Laren. 

“Chancellor, this is your call. You can press charges, if you want,” Laren told the woman. 

“For what? I challenged her. She should be having me taken into custody,” she offered mildly. “I am glad you arrived when you did, however. I am rather attached to my head,” she joked.

Laren had to laugh at that. “You are both P’taQs,” she pronounced. 

Kit spun around. “My mom? She violated regs?” she asked, not believing it for a second.

P’Arth nodded. “I could tell you stories,” she laughed. “For instance, there was the time Kieran and I went sailing on Lake Qo’noS, which her basketball coach had strictly forbidden,” she recalled. “She had to do some pretty fast talking when Coach Kilkenny showed up at the rec center and walked out across the water to our sailboat,” she chortled. 

Kit started to smile. “Coach Kilkenny?” she asked, remembering the woman from when Kieran had introduced them. “She seems like the type that wouldn’t take any shit,” she chuckled, moving closer to the Chancellor.

“Oh, good Kahless on a pike, she was pissed off,” P’Arth laughed. “I’ve never seen Kieran so frightened, in fact. I believe she wet herself,” she added. 

“What did the Coach do?” Kit asked, leaning on P’Arth’s biobed.

“Benched her for two games,” P’Arth replied. “That was the worst thing she could have ever done. The Academy lost both games, and the team was blaming Kieran, of course, because she was the leading scorer. She was something else, Kit,” P’Arth said softly. “She could jump like nothing I’ve ever seen before or since,” she remembered, her expression far away. “Everyone was simply in awe of her. Me included.” 

Kit studied her intently. “Why didn’t you fight back?” she asked, confused.

P’Arth touched her arm. “Do you think for a second you could have beaten me, if I had?” she asked. 

Kit smirked. “I don’t know. I’d have given it my best shot.”

P’Arth threw back her head and laughed. “You would have died trying, Kit Wildman,” she informed her. 

“Yeah, probably. Katie told me how many Jem Hadar you killed,” she admitted. “She says you’re the most famous warrior on the homeworld, in fact,” Kit acknowledged. 

“True enough,” P’Arth agreed. 

“So why not just kill me? I insulted your honor. I wanted to kill you,” Kit said honestly. 

P’Arth considered spouting off some glib Klingon bravado, but she opted for the truth. “Because you are your mother’s heart,” she reasoned. “Kieran loves you the way she loved her sister Cassidy. It is apparent in the way she looks at you. I would not take from her the one thing she could not bear to lose,” she confessed. “And I don’t blame you for wanting to kill me. You had every right,” she said sadly. “Kit, please believe this. I did not know I had injured your mother. I had no idea.” 

“Then why did you run away?” Kit asked, wanting to believe her. 

“I loved your mother, and I was ruining her life. I knew that. She was unhappy, and we did nothing but fight. And she needed to focus on her family. Her sister was dying. I was homesick, and I wanted to leave school, and it was best for her. I left her a note in her comm account, telling her I was leaving her. I told her some half-truth about wanting to marry a powerful Klingon warrior, not some worthless human. I knew if I didn’t sever the tie harshly, she would follow after me. Or at least, I thought she might.”

“Half-truth?” Kit murmured. She looked at P’Arth’s bare chest, at the base of her throat. “It was what happened, wasn’t it? You blood-bonded with a powerful member of the Klingon high council,” she pointed out.

“No,” P’Arth said. “This is not Mor’dehK’s mark,” she pointed to the scar. “It is your mother’s.”

Kit’s jaw fell. “But—it can’t be. Mor’dehK would not marry a woman who was bonded with someone else,” she protested. 

Joely did a quick medical tri-corder reading. “That scar is over twenty years old,” she affirmed for Kit. 

“It was a marriage of destiny, not love,” P’Arth explained. “Mor’dehK and I were not blood-bonded. I bore a son for him, and that was the most important thing I ever gave him. Never my heart.” She smiled faintly. “He knew I had only been in love once, and he accepted what I offered him—prestige, fame, position—the same things he offered me. It was no secret among my people that we married for the material reasons. It’s why everyone thinks I killed him, but I didn’t.” 

“Who did?” Laren asked, drawn into the tale.

“I don’t know,” P’Arth sighed. “The investigation was flawed, and there were no answers. I didn’t push, either, because I didn’t particularly mind that he was gone, to be honest.” 

Kieran Wildman had awakened to find Lenara and Naomi missing, and when she queried the computer, it reported them both in sickbay. The Captain burst into the emergency ward, wild-eyed and frightened. “What the hell is going on? There’s a trail of blood all the way down the corridor?” she demanded, looking around the room. “Lenara, is the baby all right?” she asked. “Are you all right, Be’thal?” she asked fearfully, gathering the Trill into sturdy arms.

“I’m fine, kadicadrejir,” Lenara assured her. “Naomi is fine.” She looked around the room, realizing Kit was about to get in a world of trouble. “I am very, very tired, though. Will you take me home?” she asked, sounding appropriately pitiful. 

“What happened here?” Kieran asked.

“It’s a long story,” Naomi put in, taking Kieran’s arm. “We’re all exhausted. Please, take us home,” she begged.

Kieran’s gaze shifted around to each of the women in the room. “Why do I have a feeling I don’t really want to know why you’re bleeding?” she asked P’Arth. 

“Oh, don’t fret, Lukara,” she returned. “I was showing Kit some bat’leth techniques and she got very good, very fast,” she fibbed. “It was an accident.” She smiled. “Take your lovely wives home. They have spent the evening convincing me the wormhole belongs in Romulan space, and tomorrow, we can wrap up our negotiations.”

Kieran was stunned. “Just like that?”

P’Arth smiled. “Your wives are very persuasive women. Remarkable, as well, as is fitting,” she added as an indirect compliment. She waved them out of the room. “Now, Kit,” she turned back to Kieran’s daughter. “I believe you have a work detail to tend to. I suspect there are several liters of Klingon blood awaiting your gravity mop.”

Kit smiled. “I still don’t understand why you didn’t fight back. Why you didn’t teach me a lesson,” she added contritely.

P’Arth considered. “I understand anger. I understand the turmoil of youth. And I understand perfectly why you hate me. In your position, I would hate me, too.” She sighed. “But I caused your mother enough heartache when we were children. I will not compound it now.”

“Would you have let me kill you?” Kit asked softly, golden eyes horrified at the prospect.

P’Arth laughed gently. “Kit,” she said reproachfully. “I trusted you would not. You are, after all, Kieran’s daughter.” 

____________

Detara had not slept for fuming over the dismissive way P’Arth had sent her back to the ship. She paced the floor of her quarters, thinking of Lenara Kahn. P’Arth was so impressed with her, with her work, and Detara was suitably jealous. She wondered what was taking her mistress so long to return to their ship. 

She remembered the first time P’Arth had made love to her, when she had been barely of age, and she asked if P’Arth wore Mor’dehK’s mark at her throat. P’Arth had said the mark was not Mor’dehK’s, and she had forbidden Detara to ever ask again about it. Detara was relatively certain the blood-bonding scar was from Kieran Wildman. When P’Arth spoke of Kieran it was always with a melancholy air, a restless, longing expression. Detara thought it was scandalous that a woman of P’Arth’s stature—a hero of the Empire—would stoop so low as to bond with a mere human being. 

P’Arth hailed her after she had beamed aboard, ordering her to P’Arth’s quarters. Detara swallowed her anger and forced herself to a more demure attitude. She walked across the corridor to P’Arth’s door, awaiting entrance.

“Come,” P’Arth growled. She advanced on her vassal in a threatening posture. “You arrogant taHqeq,” she said, slapping Detara across the face. “Get up!” she shouted, yanking the young woman upright again. “Trill are educated, you worthless piece of baktag! Doctor Kahn understood every word you said. She is fluent in our language,” P’Arth advised her, slamming her own forehead into Detara’s. “You humiliated me. How dare you question her honor? Her motives?”

Detara cowered before the Chancellor. “I did not know she spoke Klingonese,” she defended herself. “Chancellor, I am sorry,” she offered, wiping the blood from her lip. 

“You are fortunate I did not kill you where you stood,” she hissed angrily. “But Doctor Kahn actually worried because you disliked her. ghuy’cha’ baka!” P’Arth threw Detara back on the couch in her quarters, shouting “veQ!” 

P’Arth stormed out of her quarters, her footfalls echoing outside on the deck plating. Detara dared not move a muscle. P’Arth returned momentarily, Keh’grang in tow. She went into her bedroom, and emerged again with a small metal band in her fingers. Keh’grang opened his trousers without being told, and P’Arth affixed the metal band around the base of his penis. “She is yours,” she told him. “If she resists you, do as you like with her,” she added.

Detara looked at P’Arth as though the Chancellor had just fed her to the wolves. 

P’Arth sat in a chair, watching as Keh’grang shredded Detara’s clothing, then removed his own. Detara’s face was hard as stone, her body unyielding, but it didn’t stop Keh’grang from taking her, mounting her right there on the couch while P’Arth watched. Keh’grang was a powerful lover, and P’Arth knew Detara despised him. She also knew Detara was a virgin, and untried by any man. He clawed and bit her, thrusting wildly into her, crying out like an animal seeking release. But the metal band at the base of his member kept him from climaxing, prevented his satisfaction, and the more frenzied he became, the more frustrated he grew, as well. Detara prayed for his seed, anything to end his sweating, writhing hips from pounding into her, but P’Arth had made certain Keh’grang would not be able to take his pleasure. She would not allow Detara to become pregnant, or Keh’grang to take what was hers. 

When Keh’grang collapsed from exhaustion, still throbbing and unsated, P’Arth led him to her own bedroom, where she removed the device. “Lie back,” she instructed him, shedding her clothing. 

He waited on her bed, watching as she straddled him, eyes closing as she settled onto his girth. “Thank you,” he breathed, desperate for release. He controlled himself admirably, considering his peak had been held at bay for the better part of two hours. P’Arth had used the device to train him, so that he never failed to satisfy her, and now he was, like most Klingon men, able to sustain his sexual technique for extended periods. If Keh’grang was disappointed at not being allowed to climax with Detara, he never let on. He watched P’Arth riding him, mesmerized by the sight, and her own frenzied cries. 

Detara cried into her hands, listening to P’Arth taking her pleasure with Keh’grang. Her body ached from his penetration, and her heart ached from the betrayal. She knew she would be very lucky if P’Arth didn’t dismiss her the next morning altogether, and send her home in disgrace. And it was all because P’Arth couldn’t divorce herself from her obsession with Lenara Kahn, with the Federation, with Starfleet. After everything Detara had done for her, all the ways she had made P’Arth a success, this was her reward. 

____________

Kathryn Janeway threaded her fingers together, nodding to the delegates. “Let’s get started. Chancellor P’Arth,” she addressed the Klingon, “I have a compromise proposal for you that may not be everything you had hoped for, but please, hear me out.”

“Please, Ambassador,” P’Arth bowed her head in acknowledgement.

“I propose that we agree to the terminus of the wormhole’s placement in Romulan space, but that you, as leader of the Klingon high council, accompany the Sato on it’s trip through the wormhole, as a symbolic gesture of our unity as an alliance—so that you would enter Romulan space on our ship, and the Romulan delegation would meet us on the other side. In fact, the Klingons could be credited with initiation of the opening of the wormhole, Chancellor. And if you like, the Sato could include a representative of the Klingon Empire on its crew.” 

P’Arth’s interest was piqued. “As a permanent crew member?”

“For the maiden mission, yes,” Kathryn agreed. “Mr. Worf would be an excellent choice.”

P’Arth looked around the room at the delegates, all of whom were waiting hopefully for her to capitulate. Kathryn, however, did not expect it to be so easy.

P’Arth nodded. “I think your proposal is acceptable, Ambassador. Your most convincing advocate was Doctor Wildman, who was gracious enough to explain to me why Klingon space is less hospitable for the aperture than Romulan space. I admit, I did not understand the complexities of her theory, but I am duly impressed with her arguments, as well as her considerable charm. The Sato is fortunate, indeed, to have such a noteworthy scientist as part of her crew complement. And while I agree that Mr. Worf is an excellent choice to accompany Sato on her maiden voyage to the Beta Quadrant, the high council may very well insist on a native Klingon being the one to go. This is, after all, an auspicious achievement for all of our peoples,” she said proudly. “And a Klingon so closely aligned with Starfleet would not be quite the symbolism fitting the moment.”

Kathryn inclined her head. “I am certain it can be arranged.”

The Romulan delegate spoke up. “If the Klingons have representation on the crew of the Sato, on its maiden voyage into the Beta Quadrant, the Romulans should be accorded the same privilege.”

Kathryn looked at P’Arth. “Do you have any objections to that?” she asked.

“I think the noble delegate from our sister world is absolutely correct. A Romulan Ambassador beside a Klingon Ambassador is most appropriate,” she replied. 

The Romulan inclined his head. “We would, however, be agreeable to having only the Klingon Ambassador on the Sato when it traverses the wormhole,” he allowed as a conciliatory gesture in exchange for P’Arth’s lack of opposition to the concept of a Romulan Ambassador. 

“That is most gracious of you, Zegeer,” P’Arth said humbly. “My people accept your generous gesture.” 

The moderator smiled, making eye contact with the member world delegates. “Is there anything more then?”

“Only one thing,” P’Arth put in. “I would like to extend my most humble thanks to all the delegates for their tolerance, and I would most especially like to thank the crews of the Sato and the Enterprise for their hospitality. I have enjoyed this trip immensely.”

Kieran tried to keep her tone neutral. “It has been our honor, Chancellor.”

“Well, then,” the moderator announced. “It would appear that we are adjourned. Chancellor, the agreement will be detailed and sent to your comm account for your thumbprint,” he added.

“Very good,” P’Arth agreed, smiling. She reached across the table to shake Kathryn’s hand. “Ambassador. It was a pleasure.”

Lenara shook P’Arth’s hand next. “I believe you and I have an appointment for a holophoto, Chancellor?” she asked. 

P’Arth grinned ear to ear. “Excellent. Detara, did you bring the imager?”

Detara fairly glared at Lenara. “Yes, councilwoman. Shall we take the images inside or out in the atrium?”

P’Arth turned an imploring eye to Kieran. “If Captain Wildman has no objections, I’d be very pleased to take the image in your lab, Doctor,” she requested.

“It’s fine with me,” Kieran agreed. “Ladies? Shall we beam aboard?”

Lenara walked between her wife and the Chancellor, Kit Wildman following with Kathryn Janeway. Kit was still puzzling over the night before, when P’Arth had nearly allowed Kit to behead her. But Kit had decided to try to reason through it after P’Arth was gone. She knew she would have to make an appointment to see a counselor aboard the ship. Her impressions were too jumbled to begin to sort out alone. 

_____________

Ro Laren sat in the furthest corner of the only bar on the Sato that could be described as a dive. It amused most of the officers that there was a demand for a place like The Back Alley, but Laren found it easy enough to blend into the darkened surroundings. Kit was with her wives, and Laren hadn’t the faintest idea how to distract herself from imagining them together. 

The negotiations had ended on a high note, and Kieran was finally convinced that Lenara didn’t need a body guard 24-7, although Kieran was spending the evening with her wives, just as Kit was. Laren couldn’t very well run to Lenara to talk through her complex emotions. Getting drunk with P’Arth had helped the first time Kit had been with her wives. Laren was again drinking bloodwine, but she was cognizant that she didn’t want to make intoxication a habit. She had seen alcohol ruin lives and careers. 

As if thinking of the Chancellor had summoned her, P’Arth entered the bar, placed her order, and made a beeline for Ro Laren. 

“May I join you, Commander?” she asked politely, waiting to be invited to sit down.

“Of course,” Laren agreed, though she wished she could say no. “How did you find this place?” she asked, chuckling.

“I queried your computer to find you,” P’Arth answered. “I was hoping you might reconsider my proposition.”

Laren’s recollection was foggy, but she vaguely recalled P’Arth mentioning a position in the Klingon army. “To be a general?” Laren asked, grasping at the tendrils of memory.

P’Arth laughed. “No, to be my body guard. Were you so drunk you’d forgotten?” she asked, grinning.

Laren smiled. “Yes. I’m sorry, I really don’t remember that. I do remember in sickbay, you said you’d be assassinated. You did say that, didn’t you?” she asked.

“Yes. It is simply a foregone conclusion,” P’Arth replied. “But the longer I hold this office, the better for the women of the Empire. With you watching out for me, I know I could survive much longer. And if you don’t mind my saying so, you don’t seem particularly happy here,” she waved her arm, indicating the Sato. “What troubles you so, my friend, that you spend your nights inside a bottle instead of Kit Wildman’s embrace?” she asked sympathetically.

“You don’t miss much, do you?” Laren asked rhetorically.

“I am a warrior. Warriors who are unobservant do not live long,” she noted, looking up as the bartender brought her bloodwine. 

Laren toyed with her glass, thinking about it. “I am not Trill,” she replied. 

“Nor is your lover,” P’Arth put in. “Yet she practices their ways. And you cannot reconcile that in your heart,” she observed. “Distance, I have found, is the way to recover your equilibrium in the face of heartbreak,” she offered. “It’s how I got over Kieran.” 

Laren quirked an eyebrow. “From what I’ve heard, you were never in a position to have your heart broken with her.” 

P’Arth laughed bitterly. “Is that what she has made you believe, then?” she asked, not expecting an answer. “My Lukara,” she sighed. “She never believed in anyone’s love for her. Not her parents’, not her friends, not mine. Only Cassidy’s. It was the only love she ever trusted. And when Cassidy became ill, Kieran’s world teetered on annihilation. I could not reach her. No one could. She was in such horrid pain, and we began to fight almost daily. I loved her, don’t doubt that. But I realized we had no future, because she was unable to find any pride in herself, any confidence, and Klingons are nothing, if not arrogant. I have a strong personality, in case you haven’t noticed. Kieran began to disappear, little by little, as I overshadowed her character. I needed a strong-willed woman to keep me in line, and she wasn’t strong then.”

“And now?” Laren asked softly.

“She is magnificent,” P’Arth admitted. “Decisive, confident, dominant. Exactly what I wanted her to be in the first place. I would like to think that she became those things as a result, at least in part, to our relationship.”

“I think, Chancellor, it has been more from blood and tears.”

P’Arth nodded. “A good blade is cured by fire,” she opined. “And you find yourself in the very fire that will cure you, or break you, if you allow it to,” she philosophized. “Come join my entourage, Ro Laren. Leave this pain behind you,” she urged. “You deserve a partner who will make you the sole object of their devotion, not one whose energies are scattered and dispersed.” 

Laren considered momentarily. Escape was a very tempting option. And she hated the idea of P’Arth being murdered. From everything she had seen, the Chancellor was no monster. She was a diplomat, and a skilled negotiator, and a warrior of the highest order. She tried to imagine herself on a Klingon Bird of Prey, surrounded by Klingons. But the thought of never seeing Kit again, well, she couldn’t begin to process that emotion. How would she say goodbye to Cassidy? To Lenara? Most importantly, how would she say goodbye to Kit and Emily and Jenny? Kieran needed her, especially now, trying to find her feet in her new command. Laren owed her that support. “It’s a generous offer,” Laren began. “I do appreciate it. But I can’t, Chancellor.”

“Please,” P’Arth said jovially, “we have walked the River of Blood together. Call me by my given name, at least,” she admonished the Commander. 

“P’Arth, then,” Laren replied. “I have a proposition for you,” she said slowly, sipping her bloodwine. “You should stay with us. As the Klingon Ambassador to the Beta Quadrant,” she contended. “It will allow you to retain the office of Chancellor longer, as you wished. But you will also be safe, on the Sato.”

“Who will run the high council?” she asked skeptically. 

“Who is running it now?” Laren asked. 

P’Arth’s eyes glittered. “You are very clever, Commander. And very brave. Kieran would kill you if she knew you suggested such a thing,” she laughed derisively. “And I’m not so certain I would be safe, here,” she added. “After all, Kit nearly killed me, and Kieran would like to, too,” she noted, chuckling. 

“I’m serious, P’Arth,” Laren encouraged her. “What’s the down side?”

“I might be thought a coward, afraid to face my detractors,” she said thoughtfully. “But whether I die now, or later, the impact will be the same. And I can continue to run the council over subspace. It’s almost worth it to piss off those miserable ko’tal,” she snickered. 

Laren touched her hand. “Let another day be a good day to die,” she implored. “And think for a moment. If you visited all the new worlds we will see as a representative of the Empire, how many civilizations will have the impression of a woman in power, leading her people? It might do more to solidify the position of women in your culture, if you are a visible leader. You might form new alliances that will benefit the Empire. The leaders we meet will trust you, and you will be even more integral to the political workings of the Empire.” 

P’Arth laughed in her booming voice. “You have the makings of a politician, Ro Laren,” she complimented her. “You are very persuasive. I will consider it.” She downed a large gulp of bloodwine, thinking over Laren’s words. “I fear that the council won’t be the only ones pissed off though. It will not be a decision that makes your crew happy.”

Laren smirked. “I know one member of the crew who will be overjoyed,” she argued. “Katie Torres.” 

Laren’s comm badge chirped and Kit came over the link. “Go ahead,” she returned, wondering what had gone wrong at home. 

“Can you come home, now?” Kit asked, barely able to hide the mirth in her voice.

Laren frowned. “So soon? Are you sure?”

“Very sure,” Kit replied. 

“Excuse me,” Laren stood to go. “Something’s come up.” 

“Of course, Commander,” P’Arth replied. She watched the lithe Bajoran walk away, thinking she moved gracefully.

Laren entered her quarters, thinking the girls had probably had a fight, if they were hailing her to come home so soon. Instead, the table was set with formal Bajoran implements, and the girls were dressed in traditional ceremonial robes. 

“What’s going on?” Laren asked, bewildered.

Kit approached her, sliding her hands up Laren’s chest. “It’s the celebration of the discovery of the third orb, Averone. Had you forgotten?”

Laren smiled, stretching up to kiss Kit. “I had. I can’t believe you remembered.”

Kit hugged her. “I didn’t, Ji’talia. Jenny did.”

Laren turned to her roommates, hugging them each in turn. “You guys are something else.”

Jenny squeezed her tightly. “I hope you’re hungry, because we made enough for the Bajoran Militia.” 

Laren looked around the room, her throat tight. She knew she had made the right decision when she turned P’Arth down. The very best decision.

