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“A paradox may be paradoctored.”

– Time Bureau Motto, “—All You Zombies—,” Robert A. Heinlein

“I’ll be in and out like a ghost. You won’t even know I’m here.”

-  Kendra Foster-Briggs, Courier, OutLook

“If at first you don’t succeed, get a bigger pulse rifle.”

-  General Mikayla Stone, Commandant, SFMC
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Stardate 34011.05

“Frak me.”

“That is succinct, Kendra, if inaccurate.”

Kendra Cassidy snorted, suppressing a laugh at her junior wife. Even now, Kendra looked like trouble with a plan. She moved like a knife in a velvet sheath—elegant, but ready to cut. Her blonde hair was cropped in a tousled pixie cut that managed to look effortlessly defiant, even when she was standing still. Her lean frame carried the weight of two centuries of victories, failures, and everything in between. She didn’t wear rank anymore, but it clung to her like a shadow.

“Minna, sometimes I think you forget you’re human.”

“Technically, Kendra, I am—”

“She’s joking, Minna,” Aiyana Cassidy added from the left side of the command chair. Aiyana stood out even among legends. Taller than either of her wives, she radiated calm competence and the kind of sharp-edged empathy that could dismantle egos without ever raising her voice. Her auburn hair fell loose over one shoulder, her gaze as focused as a targeting array. She didn’t just occupy space—she anchored it.

The bridge of the TSS Dreamer, the former TFS Constitution, fell silent, all three women lost in their thoughts. The crew around them continued about their routine tasks, unwilling to interrupt.

After a few moments, Minerva spoke. Minerva’s presence was more felt than flaunted. Graceful and still, she wore her navy uniform like a second skin—simple, elegant, unyielding. Her dark hair, smooth and straight, brushed the collar of her jacket. In every movement, she conveyed a kind of quiet inevitability, like gravity itself had politely chosen to take her shape.

“I suggest we return to headquarters. This goes far beyond anything we should be involved in alone.”

Kendra snorted again. “You mean two retired admirals, their wife, and their motley crew aren’t enough of a force to deal with the end of time? I’m shocked!” 

“Precisely, Kendra. We need more resources than we can muster alone.” Minerva ignored the sarcasm as beneath her.

“Fine. Set course for Earth, best speed, and start calling in favors. If we’re going to ask for help, we’re not settling for whatever they can scrape up. Start at the top with Davie.” She stopped, her face pained, as she remembered. “I mean Shannon.” Kendra forced a hint of her usual good humor. “She hasn’t retired yet, has she?”

“No. Admiral Fowler still commands Starfleet at the last update. I can confirm with Tia if necessary.”

Cass jumped in again. “No, Minna. I’m sure Shannon would have told us if she was planning a change like that.” She rose. “We ought to see what we can figure out from your scans.​[i] Maybe the exact wording will give us an idea of what the right direction is.”

“I don’t know what the right direction is, but I need a drink.” Kendra stood from her seat and extended a hand to Cass. “Join me? You too, Minna.”

The woman in the center seat shook her head. “No, Kendra. Someone needs to command the ship while you...talk.” A corner of her mouth quirked at the last word.

“Fine, be like that, all duty-bound and proper.” Kendra harrumphed, but it lacked any heat. “Cass?”

The redhead nodded, her hand clasping Kendra’s as they slipped from the bridge, both lost in their thoughts.

After the hatch closed behind them, Kendra allowed her irritation freer rein, though she did her best to keep it off her face. It was supposed to be the end of a journey, not the beginning of a new one. The probe they launched a few minutes ago, dropping into a temporal anomaly and disappearing into the past, was supposed to fix the potential tear in the fabric of space-time. At least, that’s what months of research and development had told them. That they were working off a letter and dataset that was two centuries old was problematic, but what choice did they have?​[ii]

“Relax,” Cass said. “You’re crushing my hand.”

“Sorry.” Kendra’s grip slackened as they dropped a deck. “It just bugs me. I thought we had this sorted! Dad’s letter said sending the probe back would take care of it.”

That was the second time in as many minutes she’d been forced to remember someone she’d lost, and it stung. One of the downsides of nanobots, Kendra was discovering, was it made memories more painful. Nanobots repaired cellular damage, prevented disease, and slowed aging to a crawl, but they couldn’t prevent death.

“So did I.” Cass squeezed gently as they headed down the corridor. It wasn’t far; the Captain of the ship had to be able to respond to a crisis quickly. Cass had been the only commander the Constitution had, from commissioning to retirement over a century later, and these quarters were home. Maybe the duralloy was a bit worn, but the colors were bright, touched up regularly by the maintenance bots.

The door whooshed open, revealing the comfortable, familiar space. Kendra beelined for the liquor. “This feels like a tequila night.”

“Only one before we talk about this,” Cass warned, and Kendra nodded, her hands moving confidently over the fixings. It didn’t take long to prepare the shots. Kendra handed a glass of amber liquid and an orange slice, sprinkled with cinnamon, to her wife. “Absent companions,” she said somberly before tipping the glass and taking a healthy suck from the wedge.

“Absent companions,” Cass echoed and followed suit. She sat under the thick optical aluminum window, hoping Kendra would join her. Beyond her red hair, still vibrant and long, the stars seemed to shift position.

“Minerva’s not wasting time,” Kendra said, settling next to Cass.

“She never has.” They both turned to watch as the starship settled onto its new course. With a familiar thrum of power, the warp engines engaged, and the stars blurred briefly to streaks before settling into moving pinpoints of light.

“Do you have a plan?”

Kendra scoffed. “When do I ever?”

Cass sighed. “I didn’t think so, but somehow, despite knowing you for two hundred and sixty years, I still hold out hope.”

Kendra patted Cass’s thigh. “But, sweetheart, I love you for your big brain.”

Cass sat back, placing her hand over Kendra’s. “Well, I think your directions to Minna are a good start. Thanks to the automation she and Tia installed, we barely have a skeleton crew aboard. To tackle this problem, we definitely need more help.”

“What sort of help? Tia, you can jump in; I know you’re listening.”

The ship’s AI, Brigantia, cleared her electronic throat. “I wasn’t until Aiyana mentioned my name. You know that, Kendra.”

“I like yanking your chain.” Kendra didn’t try hiding the grin.

“Hmph.” Somehow, Tia’s alto didn’t sufficiently convey her displeasure.

“I see this as a problem in three stages.” Cass continued as if uninterrupted. “Recruit help to analyze the situation, formulate a plan, and execute it. I don’t mistrust Minna, or you, Tia, but I’d like another set of eyes on that Tantorian script.​[iii] Tia, repeat the message for us.”

“Time has many branches, but rot stars from within and will corrupt them all. The end of the beginning is the root. Heal the root and cure the rot. Save us all, Kendra.”

A grimace fixed itself on Kendra’s movie-star face. “I hate riddles. Always have. So vague, and so specific. They drive me nuts!”

“Well, this has to involve the Pink Box somehow,” Cass suggested.​[iv] “Which tells me, at a minimum, we’ll need Nicole and her family. I think they’re the only ones still pursuing the research.”

“Because I made damn sure nobody else was tinkering with it after the mess we almost had!”​[v]

“Maybe. Is that why you insisted we use Anne’s temporal theory on the probe?”

“Yeah,” Kendra said. “If the Xyrlax homed in on the Tantorian tech, then using home-grown tech ought to prevent another incursion.”

“And if it’s the temporal ripples that attract them?”

Kendra waved a hand in frustration. “That’s why we’re fifty thousand light-years from anywhere and not sticking around. Any Xyrlax still lurking in the temporal depths ought to focus on that location. Besides, we know it takes them a while to react. We’ll be hundreds of light-years away before they show up, if they do.” 

“That leads to another problem.” Cass waited for Kendra to focus on her. “If we use the Pink Box, which we know is a beacon to them, we have to take the safety of the Federation into account.”

“Which is why we’re heading home,” Kendra countered. “Let’s worry about those things later.”

“Oh-kay.” Cass didn’t sound at all convinced. “This isn’t an excuse for more tequila, is it?”

“No. Our first problem is the problem’s too vague. We think we need to go back in time and fix something, sometime. We don’t know where or when, except it’s the end of the beginning, whatever that means.”

“Perhaps it refers to the Tantorian discovery of time travel?” Tia ventured. “The end of the beginning suggests the culmination of their research.”

“Ooh, that’s clever, Tia!” Cass exclaimed. “Makes perfect sense, too.”

Kendra nodded. “And that gives us a where. Ancient Tantor. Tia, what’s our current ETA to home?”

“At the current speed of warp 13, we will arrive in orbit of Terra in forty-nine days, four hours, twenty-eight minutes, and seven seconds...mark.” Though the Dreamer had been refitted with the latest-generation warp drive, she was an old ship at her core. Some parts were original to the TFS Constitution herself, dating back to 2120, Stardate 12011. Her systems had been patched, overhauled, and upgraded time and again, but a vessel that old carried her age. 

“That gives us time to get a head start on the research.” Cass tried to put a positive spin on it. “I’ll get Corsen McAdrich and her husband involved. She’s kept up on her astrophysics, and he’s a fair mathematician.”

“Like I’d trust any math that you didn’t go over,” Kendra muttered. “Okay, we have the beginnings of a plan. Now I guess we wait?”

“I’ll have time to work on the physics with the McAdriches,” Cass said. “We’ll have to make a strong case to get the Federation officially involved, your position of President Emeritus notwithstanding.”

Kendra rose and poured another shot. “I hate waiting.”

It was a familiar refrain, one Cass learned to ignore. “There are ways we can fill the time.”

Kendra tipped back the tequila, then smiled. “I’ll bet there are.”
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Stardate 34012.25

“Merry Christmas, babe!”

Cass cracked open an eye and peered at the old-fashioned clock.

“Kendra, why are you waking me up at—” She squinted. “Four in the morning? And where’s Minna?”

“Minna’s on the bridge, and it’s Christmas.” The matter-of-fact tone suggested Kendra thought Cass foolish for asking, but this wasn’t like her wife. Cass closed her eyes and groaned.

“We have spent two hundred and thirty-six Christmases together. We’ve spent most of those right here, aboard the starship. Why are you so excited about...?” She was cut off by a kiss.

“Because we’re back home, and we can finally get moving on this project!”

“Really?” Cass sat up. Her hair spilled over her chest in an unruly mass. “I didn’t feel us drop out of warp.”

“You were pretty soundly asleep.” Kendra leered.

“I had reason,” Cass admitted, “and I know your trick genetics allow you to get by on less sleep, but you’re way too chipper. What else is going on?”

Kendra’s face was a study in appropriated innocence. “Me?”

“You, Kendra Marissa.” Cass called on her command voice, but the incipient smile ruined it. “What?”

“They’re giving us the Archer!”

Cass shook her head to sort through the jumble of thoughts, hoping they’d come out in a coherent order. “When did you contact them? Who gave us the Archer? And why do we need a different ship? The Dreamer has served us perfectly well for decades.”

Kendra hustled to the closet and pulled out a robe. “I’ll explain over cacao.”

Those were magic words. Aiyana Cassidy hadn’t gone more than a handful of mornings in her adult life without her dose of brewed cacao, either hot or cold, depending on her mood. It was a constant in a life which had seen and caused more change than most. 

She took the robe and padded after her wife.

Seated, with a steaming mug clutched between her hands, Cass said, “Explain.”

“Well, while you and the McAdriches have been crunching numbers and other genius-level crap, I’ve been thinking ahead.”

“Bet that hurt.”

Kendra playfully smacked Cass’s arm. “About that much, yeah. I was thinking back to the Pike, when she ran into the Xyrlax for the first time.”​[vi] Kendra sobered. The Xyrlax were the third—or maybe the first—race of aliens the Terran Federation encountered, and the first hostile ones.​[vii] “The rest of the Explorer-class ships were given upgraded weaponry for defense.”

Cass nodded, a wisp of regret on her face. “I wish your dream for Starfleet could have been realized more completely.”

“It was always a dream, Cass. I knew, maybe better than most, that conflict was inevitable. Humans, right? We haven’t agreed on anything for longer than five minutes in forever. I’d hoped that any aliens we ran into would have grown out of our human childishness, but the Xyrlax proved me wrong, so we made changes. And when it was time for the next generation, we created the Explorer 2’s.”

“And the Archer is one of them.” It wasn’t a question. Despite her retired status, Cass kept up with developments in Starfleet. Part of that was personal interest; many of their friends and family were still active, holding positions throughout the organization. 

Part of that was self-interest. The Harriman Trust, which the Cassidys had controlled since 2113, was one of the dominant economic forces on the planet. They’d invested heavily in the Terran Federation, virtually subsidizing it in the early years. These days, active control of the Trust had passed to their oldest daughter, Mikki, but it was the habit of a long life to stay involved.

The final part was curiosity. Cass might be a retired Admiral and former starship commander, but she’d started as a scientist, and anything that pushed the boundaries of human knowledge was at the top of her interest list.

“She is.” Kendra beamed. “I figured that we’d be going to the past, right? How else can we fix the root of a problem?” Without waiting for Cass to agree, she rushed on. “When we stopped for an astronomical survey—you just can’t help it, can you?” she teased. Cass shook her head.

“Never have, never will. We were in extragalactic space and found a stellar system. A red dwarf star, six planets including two type Ms, a Type A, and a Class X?​[viii] You think we wouldn’t stop? Even taking me out of the equation, Minerva’s not one to pass up the opportunity.”

“Fine, well, while everyone was busy getting a hard-on over more planets, I was busy talking to Shannon and her deputy, Morgan.”

“Morgan who?”

“Brigman. I didn’t recognize them, and from what Shannon didn’t say, they’re new in the position. Anyway, we went back and forth about a ship for this mission, and Shannon finally agreed to consider allocating an Explorer 2 to us. She said she’d let us know when we got back in-system.”

Cass nodded, following along. That wasn’t always the case with Kendra, who often seemed to get her ideas straight out of the decades of pop culture she’d consumed as a child.

“I was up early—”

“Early is now, Kendra.”

“Earlier. I was awake when we left warp space and the Q-Net​[ix] transmitter went back online, and my queue filled with messages. One was from Shannon.”

“And she said yes.”

“She said yes, but with caveats. I didn’t expect her to agree, and certainly not the Archer. I figured we’d get an original Explorer, since there are a half-dozen in mothballs at the Forge.”​[x]

Cass considered this datum. “Then Shannon believes this mission is serious. Serious enough to warrant active, open support, not just what she can pull together because she’s our friend.”

Kendra nodded around her mug of coffee. “Exactly. And, since she’s giving us the Archer...”

Cass finished her thought. “We’ll be able to bring the Dreamer, too!”

The original Explorers were massive ships, four kilometers long, with a planned crew of four thousand. Four Pods extended from the keel, providing berthing for a fleet of small craft. That was good, but not good enough, so Kendra had argued for more berthing space. Hecate, the AI responsible for most of the starship design and manufacture, complied. The result was a ship that called upon elements of other designs but was uniquely its own.

Kendra had been thrilled.

The Explorer 2’s were six kilometers long and four wide. Though it mimicked elements of the original Enterprise-class ships, it was a distinct beast. A bifurcated nose extended nearly two kilometers from the three-kilometer-wide primary hull. Two recovery bays opened at the tips of the nose, with a larger recovery bay nestled between them at the base, massive enough to house smaller starships. Launch tubes for Direwolves dotted the flanks. A raised central hub, containing the bridge and the primary ship’s departments, was located four kilometers back. Much of the primary hull contained living quarters, supplies, fuel bunkerage, recreational facilities, and the countless details that turned a megaton of duralloy into a home for a crew of a thousand for up to ten years. 

Aft of the hub were two massive cylinders, mounted on stubby supports which extended from a flattened tongue at the rear of the primary hull. These housed the engineering sections, including both warp drives and the antimatter plants required to power them. Either warp engine could propel the ship through space at superluminal speeds, but redundancy was a hard-learned lesson in Starfleet. The sublight engines were mounted at the rear of the nacelles, powered by their own network of antimatter and fusion plants.

Scattered around the ship were optical sapphire firing ports for the petajoule lasers, as well as energy torpedo launchers. The whole ship was coated with CeeSea​[xi] and encased in the most powerful EM and gravitic shields the Federation had created to date, yet she wasn’t designed as a warship. Defend herself, certainly, and stand her ground against any enemy yet encountered, but the first mission of Starfleet was exploration. Families of the crew traveled with them, as did a host of civilians in scientific and support roles. 

The Explorer 2 class was the largest starship built, and a dozen were dispatched throughout the galaxy, pushing the boundaries of human knowledge. That Admiral Fowler had decided to give one to Cass and Ken was extraordinary.

“Just what I was thinking. Have our cake and eat it, too.”

“Do we know who’s in command?” Cass asked, and Kendra shook her head.

“Shannon was short on details. She wants to meet tomorrow to discuss parameters—her word, not mine.”

“Won’t work, remember?” Cass examined Kendra’s face for a hint of recognition. Seeing none, she continued. “The kids? Grandkids? Big celebration? They weren’t expecting us home so soon, and were ecstatic when we messaged a few weeks ago. I know Lisa’s outsystem, but the other three have all arranged to meet us. I think they rented out most of the old Raffles.”

“On Luna? They are going all-out. Fine, I’ll message Shannon and reschedule for later today. Tia?”

“Yes, Kendra?” The AI’s soft voice filled the space.

“ETA to Njord?”

“Three hours, eighteen minutes. Captain Minerva is on the bridge and supervising entry.”

“Thank you, Tia.” Kendra arched an eyebrow at Cass. “Whatever shall we do with all that time?”

“I’m going back to bed,” Cass answered.

“What a good idea!”

“To sleep.”

“Frak.”

Cass relented and held out her hand. “You can join me. I always sleep better when I can spoon you.”

A little less than three hours later they went up to the bridge. Minerva rose and greeted them both with kisses. “I am glad you didn’t let your annoyance at being awakened early keep Kendra from rejoining you in bed, Aiyana.”

“How did you...? No, later. Where are we?”

“Final approach to Njord.”

The structure that loomed ahead of them was gargantuan. It seemed more organic than mechanical, irregular and seemingly unplanned. Cylinders, spokes, domes, and hubs extended in an ungainly sprawl from a central point. It was nearly ninety kilometers across at its widest point, but the mushroom-shaped habitat, which was the original construction, still had pride of place in the core of it all. Hundreds of ships, large and small, zipped and swooped around it, workers attending the queen.

“Dreamer, adjust course to eight oh six mark nine and reduce speed.” 

Cass smiled. She knew that voice.

“Skadi, you’ve gotten formal.”

With a voice that burbled with suppressed excitement, Skadi said, “Cass! I wasn’t expecting you on the bridge. Is Kendra there, too?”

Laughing, Kendra answered. “Of course. How’s things?”

“You know how it is. Busy, busier, and busiest, but I’m loving it!”

“Well, we’ll catch up soon. We’ll be busy too, but we’ll need your help with resupply and all that.”

“Anything you need.” 

Kendra smiled at the genuine pleasure in the AI’s voice, letting her memory drift back to the original habitat. It was little more than a purpose-built construction yard, but it was complex enough to require a full Alpha-class AI to run it. That AI was Diana, and when the yard was absorbed into the larger Njord, she’d moved as well. The size of her new body was a little too challenging, so Hecate, then a Beta, had been awakened. Her job was to supervise construction and the bay, while Diana oversaw the rest of the habitat.

Things changed. Life moved on. Diana transitioned from cyberspace to a synthetic body way back in 2125, because she’d fallen in love. She left a kernel of herself as a starter in the new AI, named Hippolyta, though everyone called her Lyta. Hecate had migrated to the Forge a few years later, and a growing number of AIs had taken on roles in the management of Njord and the operations of the Terran Federation. Skadi was one of them, and had been in her role for nearly forty years.

Well, why not? They were citizens, fully invested in the success of the enterprise Kendra had forged in the heat of battle.

“Thanks, Skadi. Minerva?”

“Course corrected. Docking in fourteen minutes.”

The ship’s routine occupied them. For all the arrivals and departures over the decades, every one was new, as different ships zipped and loafed through the space surrounding Njord. Most, regrettably, had human pilots, with human reaction times. It was...harrowing.

“Before we head out, Brie and I need to stretch our legs,” Kendra mused, watching a flight of Direwolves skitter past them.

“I’m sure she’ll appreciate it.”

Minerva added, “I believe there’s a new iteration of the Direwolf in production, Kendra. Have you considered upgrading?”

Kendra was too busy laughing to answer, so Cass did. “Kendra would no sooner give up her Mark II than try to fly without a ship. You’ve heard the stories of her Bugatti, I know you have.”

Minerva nodded. The long-lost car was part of the legend that surrounded Admiral Kendra Cassidy.

“Well, Brie isn’t a direct replacement, but she’s the next best thing.”

“Don’t let her hear you say that,” Kendra warned, her laughter winding down. “And while her body might be a Mark II on the outside, she’s had all the upgrades we could stuff inside the frame. She’s almost up to the current specs for the Mark IX.”

“Better,” interrupted a voice, filled with pride. “I have a fifth-gen Roberts drive, and they don’t, which means I can go FTL and leave them eating comets.”

Kendra chuckled. “How long have you been listening in, Brie?”

“Since Tia told me you were talking about me.”

“Tia, what have we said about this?” Kendra’s tone shifted to almost a mock warning, but there was a whiff of steel to it.

“That if you want to talk to Brie, you’ll ask for her.” The AI managed to sound both defiant and contrite.

“Exactly.”

“But I didn’t want you to forget. Your tone suggested a deep longing, and I know how important your excursions with Brie are to your mental well-being.” 

“I can’t tell if you’re being earnest or clever, so I’ll let you off. Brie, coordinate with Skadi and Tia to find a time in my schedule. How about a quick trip to the Oort to make some rubble?”

“Sounds good to me, Boss.” 

“Now that you two have your date arranged, can we get back to more immediate issues, like the Archer?” Cass softened her words with a wry chuckle. A lifetime with Kendra was just about enough time to learn her quirks, and a predilection toward distraction was high on that list.

“Admiral Fowler will meet us an hour after docking,” Minerva said. “I will join you. Althea can handle routine resupply and refurbishment.”

“Prepare for arrival,” Tia announced. A moment later, the clunk of docking clamps securing them to their designated bay echoed through the ship. “Mooring secure. Umbilicals extending. Primary airlocks engaged.” Minerva nodded in satisfaction. Arrival at a spacedock was always tense, no matter how routine it appeared.

“Thank you, Tia. Smooth piloting, Mel.” The young woman at the navigator’s station bobbed her head, the curly black hair rippling.

“Thank you, Captain.”

“I’m going to change,” Kendra announced, gesturing to her skinsuit. “No harm in reminding Shannon that we’ve been there and done that.”

“Us too.” Cass gestured to Minerva and herself. “I suspect there will be some conditions attached that Shannon didn’t mention to you.”

“Then what are we waiting for?”
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Stardate 34012.25

“I’m glad they have intraship portals,” Kendra muttered. “I’m not as young as I used to be. How many kilometers from the dock is Shannon’s office, anyway?”

“Twenty-four point two, linearly. However, there is no direct route from—”

“Minna, I’m just blowing off steam.”

“Oh.”

The three turned down the next corridor. If not for the standard ¾ g the Terran Federation employed, they could have been in an office building on Earth or Freyr. That, and the double-takes their uniforms drew.

I’m glad I never let Allie push for salutes. Kendra’s implant transmitted her thoughts to Cass.

So am I! I think she was happy to leave them behind.

I miss her. LJ, too.

We can visit them when this is all over. They’re just out in Kepler 31, you know.

I know, I know, but it’s still a pain. 

I can hear you both, you know.

Matching mental giggles reacted to Minna’s blunt words.

“Sorry,” Kendra said. “Not trying to cut you out. It’s just—” She gestured helplessly between her and Cass, trying to convey the lifetime they had together before Minna entered their lives.

“I understand. It is a challenge we have been working on for our entire marriage, and I appreciate the effort you have made to include me fully.” She flashed a quick smile, which was like a supernova, illuminating her face and turning her from striking to beautiful for an instant. “You are, as you say, only human.”

“Very funny, Minna,” Kendra said as they rounded the final corner. “Game faces, everyone. I’m not going to count on friendship to carry the day.”

In an instant, the easy camaraderie disappeared, the dignity of their former ranks dropping onto them like cloaks.

The sign outside the hatch read “Fleet Admiral Shannon Fowler” in large letters. Below it, in a different font, the words “Head of Starfleet” shimmered in gold. 

The Cassidys didn’t slow, and the hatch dilated to admit them.

“Do you have an appointment?” asked the young officer guarding the inner sanctum from behind a desk. Kendra guessed his age at twenty-three, maybe twenty-four, and fresh from the Terran Federation Academy. His accent gave him away as a Freyan, too, a soft timbre to his voice reminiscent of southern Irish.

“Shannon’s expecting us.” Kendra didn’t directly answer him, but she’d never been good with bureaucratic niceties.

“Stop scaring my aide,” called a voice from the open inner hatch. 

“He’s not scared, just protective of you,” Kendra replied. “Thanks, Ensign.”

He nodded, and they walked in.

Shannon Fowler still looked like she could climb into the command seat of a Wolf shuttle and fly rings around any other pilot. This, despite nearly a decade in the top position in Starfleet, didn’t surprise Kendra. Shannon was one of the last veterans of the Artemis War to serve, and Kendra knew the demons that drove her. Many of them haunted her, too.

“My, my, so formal.” The woman who rose from behind the desk, smiling broadly, was shorter than Kendra or Aiyana, about 160 cm, but still muscular. Her dark hair was liberally shot with white, Kendra noted, and fine wrinkles spread from her eyes and lips, but she was still the woman they’d chosen to lead the rebuilding of the Wolves. The determination that made her the perfect choice as the first Commander Attack Group shone in her eyes, undimmed by the passage of years.

“Hi, Shannon.” Cass got there first and embraced her. “How are you?”

“Busy, as always, but that’s why I have a staff. Sit down.”

“Merry Christmas, Shannon!” 

She looked blankly at Kendra for a moment before recognition hit. “Right, Merry Christmas.”

“Do you not celebrate the holiday, Admiral Fowler?”

“Not in many years, I’m afraid. The importance of the date is easy to slip away when you’re not using the Earthside calendar.” She looked chagrined. “I’m sorry. If you’re taking time away from your celebrations to meet with me—”

Kendra waved a hand. “It’s more habit for me than anything. We’re having a day with the family tomorrow in any case, so let’s get this wrapped up. Do I need to sign something? I’m pretty sure we’re good for any damages, so I’ll bypass renter’s insurance.” Cass chuckled, and Shannon shook her head.

“No, but I can’t lend a starship to a private citizen.”

Kendra’s face fell as she leapt to the correct conclusion. “You can’t be serious.”

“I am.”

“No way! Shannon, we retired. I put decades into guiding Starfleet and the Terran Federation, and that’s enough for one lifetime!”

“I’m sorry, Kendra, but it’s in the regs. Regs that were approved on your watch, I might add.”

“Like I’ve ever cared what the regs said,” she scoffed. “Rules are meant to be broken, Shannon.”

Fowler’s voice took on the flexibility of duralloy. “Not when you’re putting my people in harm’s way, and don’t try to tell me you’re not.”

“Your people?”

“Damn right, my people. What did you teach me? Think back to when I was a green squadron commander.” If she intended to give Kendra time, she changed her mind. “You told me that leadership was the most amazing curse on the planet. I haven’t forgotten what it’s like to write letters home to a family whose daughter will be coming home in a box, or whose son won’t even have a box because his atoms are scattered across the sky. I still write those letters; not as many, but every one hurts just as much as the first one. If I’m sending my people on a mission with you, then by the gods, you’re going to shoulder the burden with me, Admiral.”

There was silence for a long heartbeat before Kendra’s sigh broke it. “You always remembered what you learned, dammit. Fine. What do we have to do?”

“Cass? Minerva? Does she speak for you?”

Minerva answered first. “I determined that reactivation into the fleet would be a prerequisite for utilization of the Archer, Admiral, and am prepared to do so.”

“Where she goes, I go.” Cass jerked a thumb toward Kendra. “Made an oath to her before I joined Starfleet, and I’m not about to break it now.”

A brief smile flashed across Shannon’s face before fading. “I remember the story. Reinstating you won’t take long. Lyta, you around?”

A hologram shimmered into existence, showing a tall and muscular woman, blonde hair spilling messily to the small of her back. She wore the ubiquitous skinsuit that everyone aboard Njord wore, with no insignia to identify her. The only non-regulation item was a pair of golden greaves, polished to a high shine, covering her shins. Only one person aboard Njord wore those as a tribute to her mother: Lyta, the station’s primary AI.

“Always, Shannon. Damn, I wish I had my body so I could hug you, Minerva!”​[xii]

“Poor planning, Lyta. Most unlike you.” The two AIs shared a grin before Lyta turned to Kendra and Cass. “Admirals.”

“Minister Cassidy.” Kendra’s eyes twinkled with mischief.

Lyta groaned. “Don’t remind me. I’m in a meeting with the Assistant Minister of Production right now, and he’s as boring an old fart as I’ve ever known.”

“Then maybe you ought to stop running for the position?”

Lyta shook her head at Cass. “I was cured of that decades ago, Cass, after my first term. But the incoming Presidents keep coming and asking for me to stay on until they’re transitioned into the post, which stretches into weeks, and then months, and before I know it, they’re gone and someone else is there. I tell you, I’m tempted to screw up just to get fired.”

“And you won’t, because you’re too stinkin’ proud of the job you do,” Kendra supplied.

“Have I ever mentioned I hate when you’re right?”

“Just about once a visit.”

“Not often enough. Plus, my mother would probably find a way to make my life hell.”

Kendra sobered. “How is Diana doing?”

Lyta shrugged. “As well as you can expect. They both knew their time together could, would, end, but...”

A nod was all Kendra managed, but it carried the unspoken words. Diana was the first AI to transition to a human body and she’d done it for love. She almost hadn’t made it, but when she awakened, the woman she’d poured her heart to in a recorded “In case I don’t make it” message was waiting. They’d married soon after, and enjoyed two centuries together. When Davie died in a shuttle crash, returning to Luna to meet with distant relatives, Diana had been shattered. Ten years later, she was still picking up the pieces.

“She’s on-station, if you want to meet with her,” Lyta continued.

“After this. She’s our sideways daughter, after all.” 

“And I’m your granddaughter, by that logic, which would explain my stubborn streak, Grandma.”

“I walked right into that one.” Kendra laughed, shaking her head. “As for stubbornness? That’s all on your mother. I’m not stubborn at all.”

“Lyta, we’d love to get together with her. Invite her to the party tomorrow.” Lyta nodded, and Cass continued. “And we won’t talk about your stubbornness, Ken. Shannon?”

Fowler, who’d been following the exchange with amusement, nodded. “Yes. Lyta, we’re reinstating the commissions of Kendra Marissa Cassidy, Fleet Admiral; Aiyana Rosewind Cassidy, Admiral; and Minerva Dora Cassidy, Captain. Authorization Fowler Alpha One Alpha Two Omega.”

“Authorization recognized. Kendra Marissa Cassidy, do you concur with the reinstatement of your rank, with your prior established date of rank, and all the authority and responsibility it carries, per the oath you took to the Terran Federation?”

The formality of the moment rolled over Kendra, and she took a heartbeat to absorb it, then said, “Yes, I concur.” Reaching into her ‘plant, she pulled out the current codes. “Authorization Cassidy Zero Theta Three Gamma.”

“Recognized.” 

Lyta repeated the process with Cass and Minna before breaking into a huge grin. “Congratulations, you’re back in Starfleet. Orders, Admiral?”

Kendra didn’t blink. “Transfer mission command of the TFS Archer to Admiral Aiyana Cassidy, with ship command to Captain Minerva Cassidy.”

“Hey!” Fowler exclaimed. “You can’t do that! Lyta, cancel those orders!”

Kendra tapped the double stars on her uniform. “Fleet Admiral. I can.”

“But I’m the head of Starfleet, not you.”

“Date of rank. Lyta?”

“Admiral Cassidy was promoted to Fleet Admiral on Stardate 12101.01. Admiral Fowler, you were promoted on Stardate 32509.15, at the retirement of Fleet Admiral Davie Whitmore and succession to—”

“But I’m head of Starfleet!” Fowler repeated. “It’s my decision.”

“Technically, you are correct, Shannon. The situation is unprecedented. No other high-ranking individual has been reinstated to her former position in such a manner.”

Cass thought it was time to unruffle some feathers. “Shannon, who would you put in the command slots?”

“Well. You and Minerva. Kendra hasn’t told me everything, but it’s a crash project, and she emphasized that you and your crew are already up to speed.” Shannon shrugged. “I just hate being disrespected.”

Cass ground her foot into Kendra’s. She muffled the pain and kept it out of her voice. “No disrespect intended, Shannon. I’ve had weeks to consider our options, and I’m eager to get about it. Truce, Flashdance?”

Fowler dimpled. “I haven’t heard that in years. Sure, Wilma. Truce.”

Cass and Ken broke into laughter, but Minna looked briefly confused before flashing a smile. “Ah. Kendra’s handle.”

“I knew Danni had it in for me when she suggested it,” Kendra gasped. “Gods, I haven’t used that in years, either. Times gone past, eh, Flashdance?”

“And absent companions, Admiral. But this is the wrong day, wrong time, to get all maudlin. Now that official business is over, why don’t you tell me why I’m giving you a few trillion credits’ worth of ship to play with?”
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Stardate 34012.25

“Time’s going to implode.”

If Kendra hoped to get Shannon to react, she was disappointed. 

“You said as much when we talked before, which is how we got to this point. I need details. How do you know this, what’s the solution, and why the Archer?”

Kendra shot a quick look at her wives. Cass offered a small smile, while Minerva nodded.

“I sent you the mission logs for the Dreamer and the message my father sent me. Did you have a chance to review them?”

“I did, but refresh my memory.”

“Way back, before I was born, my father was approached by this old man who claimed to know Dad’s future. Over coffee, he proved it to him, at least enough for Dad to accept it pending further review. He had several letters, sealed and addressed to Dad, with dates and times for them to be opened. Each contained information critical at that moment, but would have been useless earlier.”

“How did the old man know all this?”

Kendra raised a hand. “I’m getting there. Just after the War, Dad came to visit me. He had a letter, a chip, and a carving to give me, but wouldn’t answer any questions. I waited to open the letter until I was supposed to—”

“For once,” Cass added, chuckling.

“—and followed the instructions, which were basically to wait. Fast-forward a couple of centuries, and we’re happily retired, poking around deep space in the Dreamer, and it’s finally time to play the chip. We do, and Dad appears, with all these instructions, like how I had to make contact with this guy at the beginning of the 21st Century and more or less give him my life story. Something about the time stream diverging and needing to be rejoined. Well, we’ve had the ability to do all sorts of jiggery-pokery with time since the Pike’s first mission, but haven’t done much because of the threat of the Xyrlax.”

Realization crossed Fowler’s face. “That’s why you disappeared!”

“Right. We went Zeus’s own marathon into deep space, out into intergalactic space, so our temporal footprint would be minimized. We sent all that information back, which was a pure pain, and then Cass had to get to work. Sweetheart?”

“Information is relatively easy to send into the past, for values of easy. It’s a matter of matching the signatures of quantum packets while in null space, and—” She broke off as Fowler’s eyes glazed. Kendra saved her.

“It’s like choosing the right channel but having to build the radio first while making sure not to turn the volume up loud enough for the cranky neighbors to hear,” Kendra said. “And then we had to do it again to send the carving back, which was another level of difficulty and required another extragalactic journey. We know it got back, though, and didn’t attract the Xyrlax on either end.”

“How?” Fowler was invested now.

Kendra winced. “This part has given me a headache for weeks now. We know it went back because Dad gave it to me in 2124. If it hadn’t, it wouldn’t have gone from the old man to Dad to me and now back to the old man. Apparently, this carving is a paradox. It has no beginning and no end.”

“That sounds impossible.”

“Which is what I thought. I could get Cass to explain it to you?”

Fowler fixed Cass with her sternest look. “Admiral, I am ordering you not to explain this to me.”

Cass grinned but tossed a casual salute. “Aye, Fleet Admiral.”

“That never works for me,” Kendra muttered. “Look, simplest version? Imagine a circle. Now, if you're walking around that circle, you keep going, right? No start, no end. You’re just moving. That’s how this thing works. It's stuck in its own loop, like the universe hit the repeat button, and it's playing the same part of the movie over and over. It didn’t begin, and it won’t end because, for it, time is a loop. It just is. No need to get tangled up in all the 'how'—trust me, I’ve been there. It’s like the universe decided, 'Eh, I don’t feel like following the rules this time.' Make sense?”

“As much as it needs to, I think. But look, Kendra, if you sent it back in time, what’s the problem? You didn’t break the circle, to use your words, so the universe shouldn’t go foom, right? No implosion?”

“This is the trickier bit. Apparently, the carving was a message to me from the ancient Tantorians, telling me to go back to the beginning and cure the rot.” She held up a hand. “We’ve been discussing it—”

“Arguing, you mean,” Cass interjected.

“A series of spirited conversations, perhaps,” Minna corrected.

“Lots of words, okay? The best we can come up with is the Tantorians need us to hit the past before they discovered time travel and prevent it from happening. We know from the Tantorian studies and Freya’s university that the event was about 23,000 years ago.”

“Time out. If you go back and stop them from discovering how to time travel, won’t that screw up our timeline? We got the tech, the STR—”

“Spatiotemporal Relocator, Admiral.”

“Thank you, Minerva. That. The Pink Box. We got it from the Tantorians, right? Back on the Pike?” Fowler waited for a nod from Cass before continuing. “If they never build it, we can’t discover it, so we can’t go back and stop them from building it, but then we’d have the tech and be able to go back, and...”

“See what I mean about a headache?” Kendra said with a grin. “Cass?”

“Preventing the Tantorians from learning how to displace themselves in time will create a separate timeline. It’s not our timeline; it’s one of a nearly infinite number of possible timelines, each with a different quantum signature based on the quantum choices made. Our unique signature will return us to our timeline and no other. That’s what the math says, at least.”

Fowler appeared skeptical, but she gave a single nod. “So why the Archer?”

“The Xyrlax. According to the Tantorian archives, those genocidal pricks have been hunting time travelers from the first STR aboard a starship that turned it on. Something about planetary bodies prevents the temporal shockwave from propagating.” Kendra shrugged. “Our best guess is the Tantorians want us to intervene so they don’t abandon their planet, but our arrival in their time is gonna make a big splash. We’ll probably have to fight off the Xyrlax before we can squash the Tantorian investigations, or maybe the other way around. Depends on how fast the Xyrlax respond to our splash. That means the Archer or one of her sisters. I haven’t lived to be my age by taking unnecessary risks.”

Cass covered up the involuntary laugh with a badly faked cough, earning a glare from Kendra.

“Not many risks, at least.”

Fowler waved her hands. “I get it. The Tantorians want your help so they can live a normal life as a species. What does that have to do with time imploding?”

“We think the effect on the timeline is cumulative, Shannon,” Cass said. “The more temporal displacement events, the more unstable the structure becomes. It’s like pulling threads from a tapestry. Pull one, and there’s so little effect nobody notices. Pull another, and you’re still fine. Pull a hundred, and if they’re isolated, in different parts? It still doesn’t have much of an effect. But pull too many, too close together, and the fabric unravels. As it unravels, it becomes easier and easier to pull more and more threads, until...”
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