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HEY THERE.

This is a collection of my memories of Aiyana from our childhood, going back as early as I can recall and ending, well, no spoilers. If you want, you can call it a sideways autobiography, or a memoir, or something. I’ve never been bothered by labels, so I don’t know why I’d start now.

Are there gonna be gaps? Of course! You have to remember that I’m trying to recall all this across a couple centuries worth of memories; if I can’t dredge it up it myself, I’m not going to outside sources. I want you to have my memories, not someone else’s. Well, with the exception of Cass. If she was there, and she was for most of this, then I’ll let her supplement what I know.

I’m going to try to keep this in more-or-less chronological order, with a few caveats. If one story leads me naturally to another, I’m going to tell it. And if there’s a bit in there which jumps tracks and references something in the future, I’m also going to leave it.

Look, this is really informal writing. It’s not what I do for a living and not something I have much experience with. I don’t want to have it polished up and turned into some kind of pompous history of the Federation’s founder! That’s not who I was when I did this, and it’s not something I set out to do. It just sort of happened along the way.

I think that’s enough caveats. I really just want to tell you my stories, because I think it shows how far back Cass and I were special to each other.

Get ready. You won’t be bored. How much trouble could two independent, curious, intelligent girls have gotten into in 2080s Minnesota, after all?

As it turns out...

From my mind to yours, my memories of Aiyana.

Kendra Cassidy 

Admiral, Terran Federation (Ret.)
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IT HAS OCCURRED TO me, somewhat belatedly perhaps, that while I have spent months, years even, with Adam, telling him stories about the people who I’ve become close to in my mumble-mumble years leading the Federation, I haven’t mentioned Aiyana. At least, not our private lives, not our lives before Farrell took a shot at her at our wedding. I mean, she is my wife, after all; I’ve known her all my life, or at least near enough, so I have all these great stories to tell but haven’t shared any of them!

She was born three weeks before me, a fact that she has never let me forget. Frankly, I don’t think that’s fair; after all, it’s not like either of us had any control over our birthdays, but you try reasoning with her on it! Whenever she and I disagree about something, and she can’t convince me through logic, she pulls out the “I’m older than you” card as a last resort.

Not. Fair. 

It’s also not fair that she ended up almost ten centimeters taller than me, has the most beautiful, silky, long, auburn hair, or pale, ice-blue eyes that still pull me in to their crystalline depths. 

Totally not fair.

Of course, she also had to deal with her parents, and they were challenging. Maybe it’s fairer to say that their circumstances were challenging.

Okay, I’m going to have to explain this.

We all lived in the Northern Imperium. That was good, in some ways, but bad in a bunch of ways. The Daley Family ruled, rules, will rule, the Imperium pretty strictly. They don’t take well to challenges to their authority, in any form, and that includes protests. Well, when her parents were younger, they were involved in the student protests back in the 60s and early 70s. Nothing happened to them, overtly, but their names were taken by the Imperial Internal Affairs Bureau. 

As they planned for their wedding, they applied for visas for their honeymoon and were denied permission to leave. That was the first they knew of the problems they had, but it wasn’t the last. 

Anyways, this isn’t about them; it’s about Aiyana and me and the adventures we had.

You know, I don’t know anyone who calls her Aiyana. It’s a beautiful name, and one of my favorite things about her, but even I don’t call her Aiyana, or not often. I think I might use her proper name once in any given week, usually to get her attention, and that includes when I proposed to her and our wedding.

She was born brilliant. I am utterly convinced of that. That was a blessing and a curse. Cass was so bored in our classes at school! At least for the first couple years, we shared classes, and she just absorbed all the information the teachers were trying to pour into us. That is, when she wasn’t telling them they were wrong! And I hated it, because later she would go off to the advanced classes in the afternoon and do stuff and leave me behind.

There was an upside. It made me work harder, because on the way home she was always so happy and bubbly and excited about what she had learned that day, and none of it made sense to me because she was doing things I wouldn’t get to for years but it didn’t matter.

So here we go. Let’s see if I can keep my stories straight!
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Prelude - Aiyana’s Valentine
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I REMEMBER MY FIRST Valentine’s Day in school.

There were seventeen of us, all five or six years old, and in the days leading to The Day the teacher made sure we all made enough little cards so every person in the class would get one. He showed us what to write, too. I think it was “Friends are special people,” or something similarly insipid, at any rate.

Anyhow, there were two people in my class who I wanted to give special notes to, Aiyana and Allen. I know, I know. Two people, and this is supposed to be about Cass and me, so I hear you saying, who’s Allen?

He was a friend of mine for years and years and years; he and I never quite had a romance, but he was certainly the big brother I never had. I’ve told the story of what happened to him as an adult elsewhere; I’ll let you find it on your own.

After I finished the cards the teacher wanted me to make I started doing two more.

I wish I had a picture of them. I don’t know what happened to Allen’s; Aiyana tells me that she kept hers, but it’s probably at her parents’ home in the Imperium. Anyways, I covered them with flowers and hearts and rainbows. I know, very cliche, but I was five! I hid them in my desk, and on The Day - it was a Thursday - I added them to the pile, down at the bottom so I wouldn’t mix them up.

I went around the room, just like all the other kids, putting a card on every desk, and when I got to my two special Valentines I made sure their cards wouldn’t be missed. Once I finished and went back to my desk, I find a pile or cards for me, just like everyone else’s. Maybe it was unkind, but I flipped through them all, looking for ones from Allen or Aiyana.

Allen’s was easy to find; he wrote, ‘GOOBER!’ in big letters.

Aiyana’s, though - I look and look and look, and there’s her school-approved one, and it says what all the others say.

I tell you, my heart breaks. 

Then, as I’m sitting there, miserable, she walks up behind me and wraps me in a hug. I like it, but I’m still not happy. I mean, I made her this special card, right? And I get back the one everyone gets?

I don’t say anything, though, not then. At recess, we’re out in the playground, and she comes up to me. She says, “Why are you mad at me, Kendra?”

Well, I couldn’t deny it, so I blurted it out, all of it, in a rush which I don’t think anyone except another five-year-old could have understood.

She did, and she laughed. Now I’m mad! She’s laughing at me?

Before I can stomp off, she grabs me - she was taller, even then - and wraps me up, and says, ‘But Kendra, you know I love you. You’re my bestest friend, and that’s forever and ever.”

“You didn’t give me a special card!” I sniffle. “I gave you one!”

“And I love it.”

“Why didn’t you make one for me?”

And this is when I knew, knew, that I loved her. (Yes, I know, five years old. Sue me. I know what I know.)

She says, laughing again - and she has just the best laugh, I don’t care what you say, it’s like a symphony and joy and birds and sunshine all wrapped into one - “Because I love you, silly, and I don’t love them, but I like them and don’t want their feelings to be hurt.”

That was the end of my bad mood.
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Aiyana’s Birthday


[image: ]




MAYBE I SHOULD START from the beginning if I’m going to tell Aiyana’s story instead of jumping around. Oops.

Aiyana Rosewind Cassidy was born on the 23rd of September, 2080, in East Grand Forks, in the Northern Imperium. Her folks lived in a tiny speck called Key West, a cruel joke if you’ve ever been to the one in the New Confederacy. I have, and coming home was a nightmare!

Actually, I ought to tell you a funny story which nobody ever seems to know. During the Nameless War (2078), Key West declared its independence from the New Confederacy. They’d long called themselves the Conch Republic, and they took advantage of the Confederacy’s distraction to put it into action. They used the leverage they retained by having a United States naval base still on the island to push it through the final settlement. Thus, as a tiny codicil of the treaty which ended the war, Key West became an independent nation. They’re usually overlooked in any sociopolitical discussions and they’re perfectly happy to keep it that way.

Okay, so maybe I’m the only one who finds it funny. You can look it up, if you want!

Right. Key West, Northern Imperium. That’s where we were.

That’s where Aiyana grew up, with her parents and an older brother, Shawn. I was born three weeks later, a fact she never lets me forget. She was even more of a brat back then because she got to have her birthday first, something which annoyed me no end. I think I asked my parents every year for four or five years if we could move my birthday earlier, and they always told me that it was when it was and we couldn’t change that.

Our parents were neighbors, and so we fell together naturally almost from the start. My dad has way too many holos of the two of us toddling around together, holding hands.

Her folks were hamstrung by their college protests and the attention they received from the IAB. Because of those youthful indiscretions, neither were able to get positions which matched their education or abilities. Both ended up as teachers in the back end of the Imperium. Lesson learned, they stepped back from their previous activism and concentrated on raising their children.

Cass was reading by the time she was three, doing simple math soon thereafter, and started on multiplication and division before she turned four. By her fifth birthday she was using the network to learn algebra and geometry, and her parents were scared.

I was thrilled. All I knew was my best friend was smart and funny and nice to be around. She always made me laugh, and that was enough for me.

My parents, well, they were nice, but they were older. Hal Briggs, my dad, was retired from the Imperium Air Force; Jane Foster, my mom and always Mama to me, was an astrophysicist and geek. She’s where I got my love of all things 20th and 21st century, by the way. 

They took me in, fostered me, when they were already in their sixties, a few days after I was born. I was essentially an only child, even though I had siblings who ranged in age from twenty-three to thirty-eight (at the time). Hell, my siblings were the same ages as Aiyana’s parents, fer gossake, so it’s no wonder I felt more at home with her and hers.

We were nearly inseparable. 

Our abilities meshed so well, we didn’t compete in anything. She was smart, I was a fast thinker. She was tall, but I could jump higher. She remembered stories, but I could tell better jokes, though how good a joke any three- and four-year-old tells is debatable.

Ham and eggs. Peanut butter and jelly. We just fit, right from the start.

One of my first memories that’s not a fragment is from her fourth birthday, and her brother had just done something really mean to her. How do I know it was mean? She came running to me, wailing and blubbering, and practically threw herself into me. I just about managed to catch her – I think I mentioned she was always taller than me, which I never thought fair, being taller and older – and turned the almost-fall into sitting down.

“What’s wrong?” I asked as she clung to me.

“Shawn!” is all I could understand, but she was shaking and crying and that’s enough for me.

Impulsive me, I put her down and go find her brother; Shawn’s two years older than us and about six centimeters taller. He’s in the kitchen, laughing, I assume about what he just did to his sister, and I totally lose what little control I had. Did I care that there were adults milling around? No, not at all. I picked him up and tossed him across the kitchen, slamming into the outside door, then jumped on him and got in his face. I started yelling, “What did you do to Cass?”

He didn’t answer, because I’m also trying to slap him and he’s covered up. My dad twigged that something’s wrong, lifted me off, and took me home. That was the end of the birthday party for me. I spent the rest of the day, and night, crying.

Early the next day, I woke up with someone holding me. It was Aiyana; she’d snuck over, figured out how to get into the house, and came up the stairs to climb into my bed.

I must’ve gone back to sleep; the next I knew my mom was yelling about Aiyana being there and telling dad to call her parents and tell them not to worry.

The. Best. Memory. Well, one of them.
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School Days 1
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BACK TO MY FAVORITE subject. Well, one of my favorite subjects.

I can’t imagine what school would have been like without Aiyana. I’ve said to everyone who would listen how we’ve always seemed to mesh; we’ve always been the best parts of each other, even when we were too little to know about any of those sorts of things.

School wasn’t any different. 

Cass wasn’t shy, but she always let the other kids approach her first. 

Now that I look back, I wonder if that wasn’t because of the bond we shared? I mean, we had each other, we lived next door, we did almost everything together; what need did she have for other kids? I don’t think there were any kids from our neighborhood, such as it was. Remember, this was Nowhere, Northern Imperium, and there were more chickens than people in our village.

Me, I was always the first one going around and talking to anyone, no matter how quickly they tried to run away. I was always faster on my feet, which meant I was always the first person picked in games where speed was an asset.

Um.

Sorry, I know, my mind tends to wander when I’m doing these things. That’s what happens when you’re looking back a couple centuries.

Right. I was talking about the other kids. I always made sure I dragged Aiyana along with me to talk to them. Like I said, she wasn’t shy, but she was patient, and she would wait forever for someone to approach her. Me, I was never patient, so I short-circuited all of that.

One girl decided she didn’t like me, but she’d hang out with Aiyana any day. That was fine; I wasn’t jealous or anything. Looking back, the lengths she’d go to avoid me were funny. It would go something like this: she walked up to Aiyana, started chatting, and then would ask to go play somewhere else. She’d pull Aiyana along, and they’d be happily playing but she’d be looking my way to make sure I wasn’t following. If I even looked like I was walking over there, she’d grab Aiyana and drag her somewhere else.

I wonder if she had a crush on Aiyana?

It didn’t matter; Aiyana was always there, no matter what. I was all of five, and certainly wasn’t looking for love, but I knew what love was because it was shown to me every day.

Even then she was a bloody genius. I’ve already told you about her reading, and her math. It definitely set her apart, though, and it wasn’t just the kids who noticed. Our teacher, Miss Rasczak, felt threatened, if you can believe it. She looked at what Cass did, seemingly without effort, and was convinced Aiyana was cheating, somehow. Of course she couldn’t figure out how, because Cass wasn’t, but there you go.

It all came to a head about a month into the year. We were sitting, listening to the teacher read a book, and Aiyana told her she’d mispronounced a word. I don’t know if Miss Rasczak was having a bad day, but she said she’d had enough and was going to get to the bottom of it. She pulled Aiyana up and marched her down to the office; I followed, because Cass was my best friend and nobody told me not to.

“This girl is trouble!” she said, dumping Aiyana into a chair.

“What did she do?”

“She was rude and disrespectful to me in front of the class!”

Aiyana wasn’t saying anything; she was sobbing.

“What did she do?” repeated the principal.

I could see the teacher didn’t want to say anything, so I spoke up. “She said that Miss Rasczak said a word wrong!”

“Miss Smith –“ I was still a foster child at the time, and hadn’t been officially adopted yet. In retrospect, it could have been worse. They could have called me “Kendra Doe.”

“Miss Smith, why are you here?”

“Because Miss Rasczak is being mean to my best friend!” I’m sure I wasn’t quite as dignified as I want to remember I was.

“I see.” He looked from her to me and to Aiyana, still crying. “What did Aiyana do?”

“Miss Rasczak was reading, and Aiyana raised her hand, and then Miss Rasczak called on her and Aiyana said that she said a word wrong and it was pronounced different. Then Miss Rasczak pulled her from her seat and came here.”

“I see,” he repeated in a sterner voice. “Miss Rasczak, is that accurate?”

“That Cassidy child has been cheating all year long! There’s no way she knows the things she knows!”

“That’s not the point right now, Miss Rasczak. Is what Miss Smith said accurate? Miss Cassidy raised her hand and corrected your pronunciation?”

She colored. “Well, more or less.”

He stood up and came around to kneel in front of Aiyana. “Miss Cassidy. You’re not in trouble.”

Aiyana looked up, eyes wet. “I’m not?”

“No. Tell me what you said to Miss Rasczak.”

“We were sitting in reading time, and she said expresso because it’s in the book, but it’s not said that way, so I put up my hand and I told her it’s espresso, and then...then...”

“It’s okay, Miss Cassidy. You did just fine. Miss Smith,” he said, looking at me. “Will you take her back to class?”

I nodded. The principal and I were old friends already; I never was much for following rules.

“Miss Rasczak, could I have a word with you?”

The rest of that day was really quiet; the next week, they started doing all kinds of tests to see just where Aiyana was in her learning. We got lucky. Miss Rasczak didn’t hold a grudge; she was just stressed and made a bad choice. She learned from it and taught there for years.

But she never questioned Cass’s abilities the rest of the year.
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The Barn
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I’M GOING TO BORE YOU some more, I think.

How interesting can it possibly be to read about two little girls growing up in the back end of nowhere? I mean, we loved it, but we had each other and our families and all the things that can fascinate a kid.

For example, Aiyana’s parents grew all their own vegetables. They had a greenhouse, which was actually bigger than their home, and so she grew up with fresh anything all the time. Since I was her best friend and lived next door, I got all the same stuff. Boy, was that a shock when I moved away and had to go shopping for myself! I mean, strawberries in December ought to be tender and sweet and juicy and a beautiful ruby red, right? That’s what I was used to. Yeah, those things in the market aren’t strawberries, I don’t care what they call them.

They grew fresh fruit and vegetables all year, and we always went in and helped ourselves to whatever they had marked off for us. They were good about that, out of necessity. They didn’t want us randomly grabbing whatever, but they also wanted her to have good, fresh food, so they set aside an area for us and grew food which was easy for us to grab and munch. Anything there, we could have.

If it was a century earlier, they would have been called hippies. The idea of being self-sufficient and as independent from the government as possible strongly appealed to them. After all, they knew too well what happened when government intruded on citizens’ private lives. As a result, they were on the grid, but had a solar farm which was big enough to power the entire place and then some. When I was about four, they added more capacity to their farm and hooked my folks’ home into their grid, so we never had a cold, dark, powerless winter night again. That was nice; it was fun snuggling with my cat under the covers as long as she’d stay, but not so much fun seeing my breath in my bedroom.

They also had chickens running around, eating all the scraps the family produced, plus bugs and frogs and anything else their tiny tyrannosaurus beaks could catch. During the winter they stayed in a barn with the rest of the livestock, who lived their best possible lives. They collected eggs, and milked the cows, sheared and got what milk they could from the sheep. Have you ever tried to milk a sheep who didn’t want you to? They’re mean!

It was a fun place to visit and hang out, and we girls had the run of it. 

One day, and it must have been early spring because there was still snow on the ground, we were playing in the barn. There was a lingering smell of animals, cut by the cool spring air and overlaid by hay, and we were running around in the loft. I think we were playing tag.

She said, “I’m thirsty. I’m getting a drink.” We had drinks down below.

“Aww, I was about to tag you!”

“I’ll be right back, and I’ll be it, okay?”

I lit up at that. I could keep away from her just about forever; she was taller, even then, but I was faster.

She was heading for the ladder, and I turned to tell her that was fine so I saw what happened. She wasn’t looking where she was going and she put her foot down right on a patch of old hay, dusty and slippery. Her leg went out from under her. Naturally, she fell, but she her tumble sent her flying past the hatch, towards the edge of the loft and over!

“Kendra!” she screamed as she fell.

She managed to catch the edge of the floor with one hand. Her other hand grabbed at the wood but kept snatching hay.

“Kendra!” she yelled again.

I broke out of my freeze and sprinted, then dove flat-out for her hand, sliding on the same hay. Yeah, I know, dumb, but I was five. I just knew Aiyana was in danger and I had to get to her, fast, and jumping seemed faster.

I reached for her hand with mine, grabbing it as her fingers let go and clasped around my wrist, then dug my other hand’s fingernails into the wood of the floor so I didn’t go over too. We hung there for about half of eternity, one hand clinging to hers, one hand splintering wood.

“I’ve got you,” I panted.

“I knew you would.” There was a world of confidence in her voice. “Pull me up?”

“In a minute.” Rescuing damsels in distress was something new for me and I hadn’t worked out all the details.

“As long as you got me, but maybe hurry?”

I tested my grip and gave a tentative tug upward. No good. I tried again, with more effort, and brought her a few centimeters before I had to relax. Defeated, I said, “I don’t think I can. I’m not strong enough.”

“Kendra, let your arm come down,” she said. She’d been thinking too, you see.

“Huh?”

“I need you to swing your arm.”

This didn’t sound right to me at all. “Swing my arm? You’ll fall!”

“No, I won’t. You’ll see.”

I inched along the boards until the arm holding her was all the way over, the wood digging into my armpit. Both of her hands clutched my wrist, and my hand wrapped around her right wrist. My body was parallel to the edge, and that was as close as I wanted to get.

“I’m going to start swinging now,” she said, very calm. “You help me with your arm.”

I got what she was describing, so we started her swinging, and each time she got a little bit higher. Back and forth, back and forth, over and over. I thought my arm was going to give out, and I was going to tell her we had to try something else. Before I could, she said, “Next one, biggest swing you can do, all the way around!”

I trusted her, and she had a plan, so I did the biggest swing I could. Up and over the edge she came, letting go of my wrist at the top of the arc and going sailing away from the edge to land in a thump.

“You okay?” I asked, scrambling over and away from the drop.

She was giggling.

“That was fun!”

“Fun? You could have fallen! You’d be in big trouble with your dad!”

Yes, that’s what was on my mind. Broken bones? Internal injuries? Nothing, compared to the Wrath of Dad.

“No,” she said. “I knew you wouldn’t let me fall.”

We learned from our close call. The rest of the game was played on the lower level, that day, and we decided none of our parents needed to know.
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THAT WAS THE SPRING we got bikes.

Isn’t that a sort of rite of passage? Being five or six years old and getting your first bike?

If it is, then we may have made a mistake with our kids, decades later. By the time our oldest was five, we were living full-time on Njord and Enterprise. No room for bikes, especially on the starship. On the other hand, they learned how to do all sorts of things in low gravity we never had a chance to, so I guess it all worked out.

Yeah, so there we were. It was a couple months after the barn incident, and if you know anything about Minnesota weather you know that May is when things finally turn and winter relaxes its grip on the land. Most of the snow has melted, the occasional reinforcement doesn’t last long, and the mud is giving way to growing things. The fields suddenly turn green instead of brown, and seemingly overnight all the trees are covered with leaves. The downside is it rains three days out of four, which meant it was no fun for a couple girls who’d rather be out than in.

But it was spring, and we were five, and so our parents decided it was time for bikes.

They were nice bikes. Mine was green, and Aiyana’s was blue. She pouted because she wanted a red one to match her hair, but then her dad pointed out that the blue matched her eyes and she was all smiles again. I’d already noticed and grinned.

“Your bike’s the same color as your eyes, Kendra!” she told me. She noticed, too.

For the first week, we went out every day after school, rain, snow, or shine. Part was the newness, and part was the implicit promise of freedom. Our folks allowed us to go anywhere. For five-year-olds, they had trust we wouldn’t do anything too stupid. Cass was the responsible one, but I generally didn’t get into too much trouble when we were together. She was a good example, and pretty persuasive, talking me out of a bunch of dumb ideas over the years. Another reason we could go out at will was where we lived: nowhere! There simply wasn’t much opportunity for anything bad to happen to us, at least not from another person. 

We had to watch out for cows.

Spring went on, and we got closer and closer to the end of school. The days got longer, meaning we could stay out later. It was glorious. We were out in all weather, and we’d come home wet and muddy and tired and cranky because we didn’t want to take a bath. Mama always insisted I did, probably because there was enough dirt on me to lay down a new field. 

One Saturday morning I went over like I always did, right after breakfast, and found Aiyana arguing with her mom. It was really pouring down, and going to get worse, so her mom forbade us from going out. I didn’t mind; I was never that much a fan of the weather. Aiyana, though, she was really frustrated. 
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