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Welcome to the first collection of Cassidyverse stories!

Just so you know, you can read this without knowing anything of the rest of the Cassidyverse, but it helps. 

There are a couple people you ought to know:

Kendra Cassidy – she’s the author of two of the stories here, as well as one of the movers and shakers in the Terran Federation. She’s been a sensie actress, a courier, an assassin, and then decided to get serious and pursue her dreams. They’ve taken her everywhere since then. You’ll like her.

Aiyana Cassidy – Kendra’s wife, usually called “Cass,” and the other power behind the Federation. She’s not as outspoken as her wife and is perfectly happy to let Kendra take the spotlight, but when she does speak, you’d better listen. Did I mention she’s her generation’s Bohr or Rutherford?

Everyone else you can meet along the way.

I won’t do what other authors have done and provide supposedly witty commentary before each story. I feel it takes you out of the flow.

They are arranged chronologically through the Cassidyverse and are intended to fill in gaps in the novels.

I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed writing them!

Adam

An update to this new, revised edition: The story “A Piece of the Action” has won multiple awards, from the Writer’s of the Future contest as well as the Colorado Author’s League; it was a finalist in the Short Story category for 2022. 
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Adam does this to me all the time.

He has a habit of forgetting to give me co-equal space.

I know I’m not in your time, though I’d love to drop in. There are some collectibles I’d dearly love to get my hands on!

But Cass tells me visiting you personally would have, let me get this right: negative implications on the causality and smooth flow of space-time.

I think it’s a fancy way of saying the universe would go foom, but she’s the genius. I’m the dreamer.

Anyhow, he did get it partially correct. I wrote two stories here, and he edited them for me.

What he doesn’t mention are the other stories? I told them to him! Yes, he “wrote” them, but he wouldn’t have a clue if I didn’t get in touch!

So here I am, putting the record straight, as usual.

But he did get one thing totally correct.

I, too, hope you enjoy reading these stories!

Kendra
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Thrown for a Loop
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June 18, 2012

“Is this the right address?”

I looked at the small but surprisingly weighty package again. Maybe there was a mistake?

Nope.

“Yes.”

“And is that you?”

I didn’t bother to look at the name; I already knew it was mine.

“Yes.”

“Sign.”

I took the tablet, scribbled on the screen, and handed it back with a sigh. I figured it was worth trying to salvage the situation.

“Sorry, just wasn’t expecting a package, you know?”

He’d obviously heard this same line a couple thousand times, but he took it in the spirit it was offered.

“Yeah, whatever.” He was turned away before the last syllable left his mouth.

Absently I closed the door, turning the package over in my hands. It really was heavy for its size and didn’t rattle. I held it to my ear.

“Not ticking,” I said aloud, though I was the only one home. It was an old joke, and it brought a wistful smile to my face. The smile faded, and I thought to look at the address label again.

My address. Okay, so it went to the right place.

Return address... Now, that was odd. It had the delivery company as the return address.

Delivery instructions. Whoa, this was weird.

“Deliver between 1 and 1:30pm on June 18, 2012.” 

How precise, and how bizarre. I checked; it was a few minutes after one. They followed instructions, I guess.

My curiosity was aroused now. I found a knife and cut the tape away, peeling it away from the contents.

An envelope. I glanced at it before putting it aside in favor of the other object. It was wrapped in plain craft paper, but I could determine the shape and size. It was rectangular, maybe five inches long, three inches deep, and two inches high, or thereabouts. 

I turned it over and over, getting the heft of it, and then I saw the writing. It was a bold and feminine script:

“Open the letter, Adam.”

Well, okay. It wasn’t surprising that it was written to me; it was addressed to me, after all. But it wasn’t anyone’s handwriting I recognized, so what woman would be sending me anything out of the blue?

I put it down and took up the envelope. The same handwriting: “Open this first.”

I got the hint.


Adam –

Don’t you ever answer emails? (Emails? What?)

You don’t know me yet, but you will. (Mysterious, fantastic.) My name is Kendra Marissa Foster-Briggs Cassidy, and I need your help. (Ah, crap, another chain letter.)

No, this isn’t a chain letter. (Huh?)

It’s a letter from the future. (Great, from a waste of time to crazy.)

And I’m not crazy. Insane, maybe; I’ve been told that often enough. But not crazy. And yes, there’s a difference.

I can’t tell you the year. My wife says I’m risking enough by sending an object into the past, but it’s the only way I can get hold of you since you won’t reply to my messages! I’ve been trying to connect with you for nearly six months, and I’m not a patient person!

(What? The past?) 

Anyways, if you think of Picard and (something scribbled out) sorry, that hasn’t happened yet for you. Add a hundred years to Picard’s time, and you’ll be in the ballpark.

(What the hell. I’ll play along and see how long this lunacy can go on. It’s amusing, at least.)

I’ve been told that you and I share timelines that aren’t exactly parallel but not exactly connected. Sorry to be so vague. Cass says if I was to tell you more, I need about twenty years of math I don’t have to express it adequately and risk breaking the space-time continuum again, so I’ll pass. Your timeline and mine are related but not the same, okay? (Okay, whatever.)

At least, they’re related now.

But if you don’t help me, they’re going to diverge, and according to Cass, that’s a Very Bad Thing. She keeps going on about Cusp Events and Probabilities and crap I haven’t been able to understand, ever. The problem is she’s never wrong when it comes to math things. Besides, I’ve been married to her for a couple centuries. I trust her more than anyone else. (A couple centuries?)

Anyways. The point of all this is I need you. Specifically, I need you to answer your Zeus-blasted emails! Find an email, it doesn’t matter which one, and reply to it. Do that within the next half-hour. If you don’t, you’re going to have some interesting explanations to give. (Is she threatening me?)

My email is kendra.m.cassidy@gmail.com, and you probably have a couple dozen waiting for you. Forgive me if they’re a little bit snippy towards the end, but like I said, I’ve been trying to get hold of you for six months. My patience only lasts so long.

Oh, the box. Right.

You don’t need to do anything with it for now. Just hold onto it, and don’t lose it! Once you read my emails, you’ll know what to do.

Kendra


This was totally insane. Someone named “Kendra” was writing me letters from the future?

I might be into sci-fi, but I wasn’t stupid.

I was about to crumple the letter when I remembered the box. That must be the wrapped item. Fine. I dropped the sheet and picked up the package, marveling again at its weight. 

“Doesn’t seem to be from the future,” I muttered, but what did I know? I’m not sure I knew what a “box from the future” ought to feel like, so who knew?

There was nothing particularly interesting about it besides the weight. It was wrapped in what looked like regular brown craft paper, secured by plain old tape, and I just couldn’t wrap my mind around the idea it was genuinely from another time.

The tape undid just like tape ought, the paper crinkled and tore like paper, and what I was left with was...

A wooden box? Some sort of totem? I couldn’t find a hinge or a way to open it, so probably not a box. It was ornately carved and black, though with age or naturally, I couldn’t tell. The carvings didn’t seem random, but I couldn’t make sense of them. Swirls and patterns touched lightly on my memories without quite managing to be familiar.

I almost missed the slip of paper that fluttered to the floor.

“Adam,” it read. “Don’t forget about the emails. K.”

“Okay, okay, I get the point!” I put the note down and turned the box over and over in my hands one more time.

What the heck was this Kendra talking about? I wondered.

It was attractive enough, and I consoled myself with the thought that no matter what else, I ended up with a nice souvenir out of it. Then I remembered the time limit she’d put in her letter and figured I didn’t have anything to lose.

Unless it was a virus or a worm. I wasn’t too worried. I had a pretty good defense set up on my computer.

But why the time limit?

And the precise delivery instructions?

Curiosity can be a curse; I fired up the computer.

Sure enough, at least twenty emails from that address were in my inbox. Weirder and weirder. I had checked already today, and there hadn’t been any; I would have sworn it.

There was something else odd. All of the emails had the same timestamp: today, 13:08:04.7.

No, it was weird. Definitely weird. Why would they all come in at once if she’d sent them over six months? It didn’t make any sense. And the time? I couldn’t recall exactly, but I’d bet that was when I’d received all this insanity.

The computer pinged. Another email from Kendra, with the same timestamp.

What?

I opened it. 

“Adam, you need to get moving! Kendra”

There was a file attached. OpenMe.exe. That wasn’t at all suspicious, no. Not in the slightest.

Another ping.

“It won’t blow up your computer.”

I decided to ignore the incoming messages and look at the earlier ones. I went to the last one listed.

“Hi, Adam. My name is....”

It repeated most of the information in the letter, with perhaps a bit less attitude but no more explanation.

Another ping.

I sighed and opened the newest message. It was another long one.


Adam, 

Zarquon take it, you have to hurry! Look, I’ll tell you as much as I possibly can, at least as much as Cass will let me get away with, okay? Fair?

I’m telling you the truth. I’m from the future. Or specifically one possible version of the future. Life is good for me and mine, but there’s a problem, according to Cass. (Cass. Aiyana. Same person. My wife, and a freakin’ genius.)

Two problems, she says



Hi Adam, it’s Aiyana. (Great, my lunatic letter-writer is now two lunatics) Kendra’s taking too long to get to the point. She’s right, there are two problems. The first is your timeline needs some subtle directing to be steered onto a track that will align it with the future we exist in. If the timeline isn’t aligned, then the cusp event (which I’ll get to) won’t happen, and our future will disappear. And you have to help with both. (Me?) 

The first part is easy. Kendra’s emailed you a program that will allow you to connect directly to her in our time. She will tell you stories, and you need to write them down and put them into your world. They don’t have to be bestsellers; our AI’s tell me they simply have to exist. The more popular they are, the more impact they’ll have, but that’s a bonus.

The second part is more challenging. You need to deliver a letter and this carving to a particular person in about forty years. (Forty years? Is she – no, wait, this is all insane!) The details are in the same program Kendra’s sent you. 

Thanks, Adam. This means more than you know.

Aiyana

Okay, so she explains it better than I can. Told you she’s a genius. Oh, and one more thing. You’re probably wondering why my emails came in at once and are still coming in with the same timestamp. It’s because, I gotta get this right, you receiving the package established a fixed point in space-time. Transferring the package to you is a unidirectional spatiotemporal focus. To break the focus, and get the emails to arrive more normally, you have to establish a return path.

So run the fucking program!

Kendra


Well.

Before I could do anything else, the computer pinged. Again. I was getting tired of this crap.

“Adam, run the program! Your family will be home in five minutes, you’re going to be too busy to do anything for a while, and this is too important to screw up. So hurry!”

Now, wait a second.

Ping.

“Now!”

I could take a hint if applied with a sledgehammer. Fine. I clicked the ReadMe file. I braced for my computer to short-circuit.

Nothing happened for a moment, then the printer started up. They did all this to print something?

It kept printing and printing, about twenty pages or so. When it stopped, I picked them up and started reading, but then I heard the car return.

Holy shit. 

Funny how it’s the little things that convince you, isn’t it?

I put everything away, closed the computer, and rejoined my life. Little did I know where it would all go from there.

March 28, 2057

IT WAS A COLD DAY IN the capital of the Northern Imperium, but Hal Briggs didn’t mind. 

Today was an important day, in many ways.

First, and closest to his heart, his wife was giving birth. Twins, this time, and it crushed him he couldn’t be there.

But the Imperium bureaucracy wasn’t known for its patience or understanding. Or planning, but that was another matter. His separation processing from the Imperium military and his intake interview for the Foreign Service were scheduled for today. The intake was this morning, and the separation this afternoon, which made it possible if challenging.

He glanced at his old-fashioned watch. Just enough –

His breath went out of him with a whoomph, then he realized he’d plowed right into an old man and knocked him flat on his ass.

“I’m so sorry!” Briggs said, reaching down to help him up. “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” said the man. He stood, clutching a bag with one hand and dusting himself off with the other. His hair was brown and grey, but his short-cropped beard and moustache were entirely white with age. “You need to look where you’re going, Hal.”

Briggs’ eyes snapped back to the man. “How do you know my name?”

“Ah, therein lies the tale. I also know you only have ten minutes to get to your appointment.” He pressed a card into Briggs’ hand. “Meet me there after your interview. And they’re going to offer you the post. Hold out for an extra ten thousand Daleys; they’ll give it to you.”

Without another word, the man walked away and disappeared into the crowd, leaving a gawking Briggs in his wake. Briggs finally recovered his composure, but it was too late. Whoever he was, he was gone.

#
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“NICE OF YOU TO BE PUNCTUAL. Did you get the extra money?”

“I did,” Briggs said. They were in a coffee shop, a rather cliché setting, but it was close to the Imperium building, warm, crowded, and noisy. “I hope you have some answers.”

“I do, but you’re going to end up with more questions. You can call me Adam,” he finished, forestalling Briggs’ first question.

“How do you know who I am?”

“That’s an interesting question, and I wish I could give you an answer that makes sense.” Adam reached into the bag and withdrew a large envelope. “This is for you. It may provide you some answers. Before you open it, please note the seal and the date.”

Briggs took the proffered envelope, turning it over and scrutinizing it. The writing was faded, hard to discern beneath the crackling tape, but the raised seal was crisp and clear. It was a notary’s seal, with an expiration date of...

“That can’t be right,” Briggs said. “Expired in 2014?”

“I went to her myself,” Adam insisted, and Briggs could believe it. He certainly appeared old enough to have collected the seal, but makeup could do amazing things.

“What is it?” 

But Adam refused to answer, saying only, “Open it and see.”

Briggs did. Inside were many smaller envelopes and several folded sheets of paper. He started to unfold them.

“Congratulations on the new position,” Adam said, pulling Briggs back to the present. 

“How do you know this? You didn’t answer before.”

“And the new addition to your family. You’re going to be proud of them,” Adam continued as if Briggs hadn’t spoken. “Sorry, read. It may help.”

Briggs scanned through the letter with growing disbelief.

“You’re shitting me.”

Adam shook his head. “Pretty much my reaction, forty-five years ago. But she’s telling the truth, at least as much as she can. She told me where you’d be today and about your position and your newborns. Five minutes, by the way.”

“Huh?”

“They’re on the way. They’ll arrive in five minutes. The girl first, then the boy. I know you don’t believe me. That information is what I have to convince you.” Adam stood. If he was faking his appearance, he was thorough about it, down to his movement and mannerisms. They recalled another age, another time. “Pardon me. I need to use the washroom. One of the blessings of reaching my age.”

Adam shuffled away, and Briggs read through the letter again. This time he paid more attention to the details, examining it for flaws, for signs it was a forgery. He couldn’t find anything and was still deep into it when his phone buzzed.

Amelia arrived, read the message.

He stared at it, and though it answered some questions, it raised others. He waited impatiently for Adam to return, more curious than before.

Briggs sat for twenty minutes before realizing his mysterious companion wasn’t returning. Any answers were in the letter, the envelopes, and – the bag. Adam left the bag behind. It must have been intentional, right?

Briggs reached and dragged it towards him and peeked in. Another sheet of paper sat at the bottom, concealing something.

“Reread the letter,” it commanded. “Then what’s in the bag will make sense. Well, maybe it won’t make sense, but it might be less confusing. Adam”

As he contemplated this note, his phone buzzed again. 

Andrew arrived.

Briggs forced himself to think logically. Knowing the position he interviewed for? It was conceivable. Civil service postings were public knowledge, after all, as were the times and initials of the interviewees. So, possible.

And it wouldn’t take much to get into hospital records. They were notorious for their vulnerability, in fact, despite various laws in place to protect privacy.

But how would he know which baby would be born first?

It was a fifty-fifty chance, but when you added it all up? It didn’t add up.

Briggs got himself a coffee and read the letter again. And again. He checked the envelopes against the letter, the dates written on the envelopes. They all matched.

It was a thoughtful Hal Briggs who attended his separation interview that afternoon. As he’d half-expected, it ran late, and it was past nine when he finally escaped, far too late to go to the hospital. He talked briefly to his wife, Jane, explained, and said he’d be by tomorrow to pick her and the kids up. Then he went home, tucked the envelopes away, and finally pulled the object from the bag.

It was heavy, small, and dark. Briggs let his fingers run over the carvings, feeling their intricate shapes. They were hypnotic in their patterns and smoothness.

And there was another envelope at the very bottom of the bag, this one with today’s date on it. Briggs tore it open.


Hi Dad –

If you’re reading this, then you’ve at least begun to believe what you’ve been reading. At the very least, you’ve decided not to disbelieve, pending further review. That’s something you get from Mama.

You’re going to have your hands full for the next two dozen years, raising your family and advancing your career. Suppose you decide to trust me and the hints I’ve given you. In that case, you will advance in the Imperium foreign service pretty spectacularly. 

There are two things I need you to do, neither of which will be terribly difficult. The first one is to renovate Mama’s family home in Key West and make that your homestead. When I was about fifteen, you told me that you wanted to move away from the capital. Your position in the foreign service made it possible. It will give Mama and the family a place to live when you’re on short postings, where families aren’t welcome. You and I both know they’re going to happen.

The second thing, when the twins are about ten, is to be listed as a foster family with the Imperium. You’ll have a couple come in, but not too many. You’re in a quiet part of the country, after all. But I will come to you through the Imperium Foster Services.

Dad, I will never say this enough. Not “I love you.” But “I appreciate you.” All of us kids knew we could count on you being there when we really needed you, whether it was someone to help us with our homework, talk to us about a breakup, or simply hug us when we skinned our knees. Your love, and Mama’s love, were the rocks we could build our lives upon.

I look forward to meeting you again for the first time in some number of years.

Love,

Kendra.


Hal Briggs unlocked his safe, stashed the carving, letter, and envelopes, and started looking up contractors. If they were going to live in the farmhouse next winter, they needed to start working on it now.

April 26, 2124

“HI, DAD!” ADMIRAL KENDRA Cassidy wrapped her father in a hug, careful not to squeeze too hard. “What brings you out to Njord?”

“Hello, Kendra,” Hal Briggs offered when she released him. He held her at arms’ length, admiring her. She’d grown up to be taller than him by a few centimeters, but now there was mental strength to go with the grace and beauty she’d always possessed. “How was space?”

She dimpled. “Amazing, Dad! We made the rounds of the colonies and visited a bunch of new systems. Kind of a combination of “show the flag” and “run and find out.””

“And how’s my grandson?”

“I’d forgotten how quickly they change! Richie’s already trying to sit upright on his own, and it frustrates the hell out of him when he can’t. Orion and Honey have been a huge help, too.”

Briggs nodded to the ‘cat on Kendra’s shoulder. “Hello, Leda. I didn’t forget you.”

Leda uttered a polite chirp, then settled back into a resting position.

“You didn’t answer my question, Dad,” Kendra said, turning serious. “Is everything okay? Is Mama well?”

“Jane’s fine. She sends you her love and wishes she could be here.”

“Why isn’t she?”

Briggs chuckled. “Your mother is currently kicking the butts of two of your siblings and rolling around with great-grandchildren.”

“That’s Mama. If not family problems, why? You don’t do anything unannounced.”

“No, I don’t. Can we go somewhere more private?” He gestured to the lounge area off the habitat’s small craft bay. Various personnel watched and waited for their shuttles.

“Oh, how stupid of me. Of course. Diana?”

A holographic avatar appeared of the station’s AI. “Hello, Kendra. A pleasure to see you again, Ambassador Briggs.”

Briggs waved off the title. “Diana, we’ve gone through this before. Nobody calls me Ambassador, certainly not in the past twenty years. If you insist on a title, you can call me Colonel, but I’d be pleased if you’d call me Hal.”

“Of course, Hal. What can I do for you, Kendra?”

“Dad and I need a comfortable place to sit, quiet, private.”

“And nearby,” Briggs added. “I can’t stay long.”

“The lounge for the new Direwolf squadron is furnished and vacant, since the squadron hasn’t yet been activated.”

“Perfect.”

“Directions have been sent to your implant. Unless there’s anything else?” Diana glanced between the two.

“No,” said Kendra, and Briggs shook his head in agreement.

“You know how to find me,” Diana said, then vanished.

The lounge was a short walk away, and they chatted amiably about trivia. Kendra knew better than to push her father into saying anything he wasn’t ready to tell. Once the hatch closed behind them, though, she said, “Okay, Dad. Spill.”

Briggs chuckled again. “You never did subtle well, did you?”

“Nope. Got that from Mama.”

Briggs set down his travel bag and fished around. “This is for you. I’ve been holding onto it for many years now, waiting for the appointed time.”

“Appointed time?”

“It’s all in here. Somewhere. Ah, found it.” He pulled out a data chip, an old-fashioned paper envelope, and a carving. “Kendra Marissa, this is very important.”

She stopped fretting and looked at him. He rarely used her middle name, and it never failed to get her attention.

“I don’t know what’s in the letter. I know what’s on the chip, but I can’t tell you. It’s explained in the letter, I think. And I don’t know what the carving is, but it’s yours.”

“Mine?”

Briggs nodded. “Yours. That, I’m sure of.”

Kendra turned it over and over in her hands. “It’s beautiful, but I’ve never seen it before in my life. How can it be mine?”

“Kendra, have I ever lied to you?”

“No, Dad.”

“And I’m not starting now. It’s yours. I’ve looked after it for a while, but now you have it again. Ah-ah!” he said, seeing Kendra start to open the envelope. “Not until the time on it.”

“Dad,” she said warningly. “You have to be joking.”

“No. I’ve learned to trust those times.”

“There are others?”

“There were. This is the last one I know of, and it’s yours.” Briggs stood. “And now I have just enough time to say hello to your beautiful wife and my grandchildren before leaving. Is Aiyana aboard the station?”

“In quarters,” agreed Kendra. “I’ll walk with you.” 

Her offer was a transparent attempt to weasel more information from him. But despite her best efforts, Briggs wouldn’t reveal anything else about the carving, the envelope, or the chip.

Stardate 12404.26

“IS IT TIME?”

“No, sweetheart,” Cass replied wearily. “Five more minutes.”

“I hate waiting.”

There didn’t seem to be a point to agreeing with Kendra for the umpteenth time on that particular point.

“Did you tell him?”

“Hmm? No, I totally forgot.” Kendra rubbed her abdomen. She wasn’t showing and wouldn’t for weeks, but she was far enough along that they were sure. “He took me by surprise.”

“I’ll bet he did. Very mysterious, and not like him at all. Move your head for a moment.”

Kendra lifted from her wife’s shoulder while Cass adjusted her position in bed. “Better?”

“Much.”

“No, it’s not like him.” She fingered the carving, the smoothness of the whorls soothing.

“Time.” Cass handed the envelope to her wife, listened as the paper was torn open. Then...

“Holy shit.”

Stardate 33205.26

“YOU KNOW, KEN-DOLL, for someone who hates waiting, you’ve been awfully good.”

Aiyana Cassidy, Admiral (Ret), smiled across the compartment to her blonde wife.

“I figured out why I hate waiting,” answered Kendra Cassidy, Fleet Admiral (Ret), President Emeritus of the Terran Federation. “It’s the boredom. If I keep busy, I’m better about it.”

“Oh, so that explains why we’ve been so busy the past two hundred years?”

“Maybe? Where’s the chip?”

“In the reader, just as we planned it. Tia, how long before she can read the chip?”

“Two minutes, Aiyana.” Tia, formally known as Brigantia, had been the ship’s AI for the better part of a century and was well-versed with her commander’s ways.

The hatch irised. “Am I late?” said the slim brunette in a blue outfit that managed to mirror the Fleet uniform without actually being Fleet.

“No,” said Kendra, collecting a kiss as she passed. “Trouble getting off the bridge?”

“Not as such.” She returned the kiss with interest before moving to Aiyana. “You remember how it is.”

Cass smiled, fond memories playing across her face. “That I do. But you excel at your job, Minna.”

“I had a good teacher,” Captain Minerva Cassidy replied. “A couple of them, actually.”

“Time,” Tia announced. The three sat, Kendra in the middle, and a screen popped into existence.

“Dad,” Kendra said in a choked whisper. He’d been dead for a century and a half, but here he was.

“Hello, my darling daughter.” 

“Hi Dad,” she whispered back.

“This will sound bizarre, at times. I am recording this shortly before coming out to deliver a chip, a letter, and a carving to you. You, on the other hand, should be viewing it two hundred-odd years later. If you aren’t, stop now. You aren’t ready for what’s coming. More precisely, you aren’t able yet to understand.”

He paused, obviously giving a theoretical Kendra a chance to shut off the playback. She’d been tempted to do exactly that over the years, many times. Somehow she’d held back. 

“What I am going to tell you now is critical to the survival of all you have created. “

“Nothing like a dramatic start, Dad.”

“I figure you’re trying to joke right now. But I am not kidding, Kendra Marissa. Unless you follow these directions to the letter, all of time and space is in jeopardy.”

Cass gripped Kendra’s left hand, Minerva, her right.

“There is an instability in the temporal flow, a disruption. It can be fixed, but it won’t be easy.”

“Nothing ever is,” Kendra muttered.

“You’re going to have to tell your story.”

She didn’t expect this.

“Your wedding to Aiyana. The chase and the quest for answers. The struggle to found the Terran Federation and the Artemis War. All of it.”

She’d managed to resist all but the most superficial biographies, preferring to keep her grief and joy private. Certainly, she’d released a memoir, but she’d had complete control over it, choosing what to include and what to leave out. She’d also put it out thirty years after the end of the Artemis War and had kept her private life private ever since.

“And you have to send it back to the beginning of the 21st Century.”

She sprang to her feet. “What? Tia, pause. Cass, are you hearing this?”

“I am, and I think we need to hear the rest of it.”

Kendra shook her head. “No. This is crazy, and Dad’s not crazy.”

“What’s the letter he mentioned? And a carving?” asked Minerva.

“Something Dad gave me back in ’24. 2124 that is. Um, the letter was, well, it was mush. Fluff. Dad stuff, if you subscribe to the “fathers have a heart of gold” school of parenting.”

“It was sweet,” Cass said. “He wrote about raising Kendra and the joy she brought into their lives, back when they were just about ready to settle into retirement. Said she kept them young despite the grey hairs.”

“Dad stuff,” repeated Kendra. “Not end-of-creation stuff.”

“Maybe we should watch the rest?” suggested Minerva. She was the youngest of the three and had been human for less than a century. She’d transitioned when the old Enterprise had finally been scrapped, choosing not to become the AI core of another starship. Pursuing a career in the Fleet had surprised some, but not Cass, who knew Minerva’s deep curiosity well. She’d served fifty years before retiring and becoming the Captain for Aiyana and Kendra’s personal ship. Their marriage had come ten years later.

“Fine,” Kendra grumped. “Tia, resume.”

“On this chip are the instructions, the equations to create the temporal rift – your words, in your letters to me, Kendra, not mine –”

“Pause. Letters? I never wrote Dad any letters!” Kendra insisted.

“Maybe he explains?”

“I hope so. This is more convoluted than some of the old movies I used to watch. Resume.”

“ – and to prove the peril we all face. I don’t ask you to take my word for it. Examine it, study it. Give it to Aiyana and let her work at it. She has always been the smartest person I know, even when she was a toddler.”

“I miss him too,” Cass sniffed, her detachment vanishing in an instant.

“You have many years before the crisis is upon you. You have time to plan, write letters, and send your stories to the past. I wish I could tell you what they said, but your instructions were quite strict. “Temporal interference,” you called it. I guess you’ll have to figure it out on your own.”

“Not on my own,” Kendra said, looking at her wives. “Never on my own.”

“That’s about all I have to say. Except this: wherever I am when you view this, I hope you know how much I love you and have always loved you. You won my heart and your mother’s from the moment we looked into your infant eyes.”

The image disappeared.

“I remember him,” Minerva said. “I never knew him as a human, but he was always kind and thoughtful to me as an AI. Even before I became a person and was only a machine, he always chose to treat me well.”

“What’s the information on the chip?” Cass asked into the sudden silence.

“It is as Ambassador Briggs described,” Tia answered. “Temporal equations, dates, cusp points. Analysis commencing.”

Kendra repressed a sniff of her own. “Well, looks like we have another mission.”

Stardate 34011.05

KENDRA WATCHED AS THE probe disappeared in a flash of light.

“That’s it, then,” she said. “Either we succeed, or we don’t.”

“We succeed,” Cass said firmly. “If we didn’t, then we wouldn’t be here to try because we wouldn’t know there was a problem.”

“Your logic is sound,” Minerva said. Occasionally she lapsed into the speech patterns she had when first awakened as an AI.

“Yeah, yeah. You want to know something funny?” said Kendra.

“What?” 

“I miss that carving. It was just the right size to hold, just heavy enough to have a nice weightiness about it. And those designs! Loved those designs. I would trace my fingers across them for hours.”

Cass laughed. “I remember. Used to drive me nuts.”

“Kendra, why did you have to send it back?” asked Minerva.

She shrugged. “Dad said I needed to, and the equations bore it out. Why?”

“As part of the preparation for the mission, I had a complete scan done of it. Everything had to balance and be accounted for on a quantum level.”

Cass nodded, intrigued. “Right. Including that was much more difficult than the letter.”

“Neither was as tough as arranging payment for the delivery!” insisted Kendra. “No wonder you left that to me.”

“You’re welcome, dear,” Cass said sweetly. “But go on, Minerva.”

“The carving was made of Tantorian ironwood.”

“Are you sure?” gasped Cass.

“Yes, but that is not the most fascinating thing.”

“Minerva,” growled Kendra. “I thought you got over your need for dramatic pauses.”

“Had you ever had the carvings analyzed?”

Now Kendra frowned. “No. They were just designs, I thought.”

“No. They were Tantorian script, one of the ones we have translated. One we broke, interestingly enough, on the day your father’s message was played and the chip released its information.”

“I will be dipped in shit. That’s what Dad meant by “you aren’t able yet to understand” at the beginning of his recording. Any earlier, and we wouldn’t have known what it said because we couldn’t read it.” She shook her head in wonder. “Okay, what does it say? Now that we’ve sent it three hundred years into the past.”

Minerva said in a level, uninflected voice, “It read, “Time has many branches, but rot starts 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.”

Her jaw dropped open. “Kendra? It said my name?”

Minerva nodded. “Tia and I checked most carefully.”

“Zeus fucked a swan. The Tantorians carved that for me? How many thousands of years ago?”

“That’s just it, Kendra,” Minerva said. “How did you get the carving?”

“You know that. Dad gave it to me.”

“And how did he get it?”

“That guy back in the 21st Century, the one who won’t answer my communications. He gave it to Dad.”

“And how did he get it?”

“Duh. It’s on the probe that just went back...in...” Her voice trailed off.

“Precisely, Kendra. This object has no beginning, no end. It exists because it exists and for no other reason.”

“Holy shit.”

“And, apparently, we have yet another mission,” Minerva continued. “For if the carving is to be believed, we will need to travel into the distant past to, as it said, “cure the rot.” I’m afraid this probe is only a temporary fix.”

[image: A picture containing text, indoor, plant, food

Description automatically generated]
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Magic for Skeptics


[image: image]


[An excerpt from Kendra Cassidy’s memoir, Memories of Aiyana. © 2153 by Kendra Marissa Cassidy. Published by Federation Press, New Amsterdam, Freyr, Terran Federation, and reprinted with permission of the author.]

So you want to know about memorable holidays? Let me tell you about one.

Christmases in Key West, Minnesota, Northern Imperium were always magical.

Part of that was the snow. It’s hard to scrooge in December when the snow is still white and only up to your chest. I mean, it’s barely even started to snow! October to December? Nothing! When you got another meter in mid-March, your grinching is totally justified.

Another part was the trees. Maybe it sounds silly to you; maybe you’re reading this on Freyr and have never seen snow or a pine tree, I don’t know. Conical conifers are so completely associated with the winter solstice celebrations on Earth it’s hard for me to imagine the season without them. We lived in prime pine country, which meant we would have freshly-cut trees every year. There would be a huge one that we’d decorate and raise outside, then a smaller one inside, and at least twice, I had a little meter-tall tree next to my bed under which my cat would sleep.

The biggest part was the friendliness and happiness and joy which seemed to infect everyone, whether they celebrated the actual holidays or not. Our neighbors – and I use the word loosely, as we were spread far and wide in our little village – were generally kind and generous. End of the year, though, we all took it up another notch. It seemed Cass and I couldn’t walk through the halls without jokes or laughs or friendly comments, more than usual.

We were in eleventh grade that year, not quite the queens of the school but very nearly. She was the brains, as always, and I was the charm, and between us, we were at the center of everything. We felt our power, illusory as it was, and thought it a fine idea if we held a big party the weekend before Christmas. Maybe we forgot to ask our parents first, but we were confident there wouldn’t be any problems or conflicts with their parties.

My parents weren’t much for parties in general and the holidays didn’t change it. Honestly, they never meant much to them. Mama was scornful, and my Dad knew better than to argue with her. Once in a while, Dad would get an invitation from one of his former colleagues in the foreign service, and they’d go visit for a day or two, but if they didn’t get an invite, it wasn’t a big deal. Dad was ready for quiet. Pity he had me as his adopted daughter.

Cass’s family was more the ‘hippie type.’ Her father always carried around some book on ancient religious belief, and her Mom, well... I always thought she was a little bit off, you know? She kept talking about powers and nature spirits and pixies and faeries and all sorts of stuff. I didn’t pay much attention; she wasn’t my Mom, after all. Cass got an earful, and I’m convinced it was one of the things which pushed Cass into hard sciences.

Where was I?

Right. Party. We went around school, telling everyone we knew we would hold a party on Saturday night, and everyone was invited. This wasn’t quite as bad as you might think; the regional school complex, which included junior and senior high schools, had maybe 200 students total. We didn’t invite the kids in junior high. I mean, really. They were just kids, some of them not even teenagers yet. Eww!

Then we told my parents.

Well, we couldn’t hold the party at Cass’s house. 

Too small, too crowded, and too uncool.

My folks surprised me and agreed we could have it at my home. There were a few rules, as usual. We could use the kitchen and the basement. Nobody was allowed upstairs, and nobody was allowed into the liquor. Dad said he’d leave a few bottles of light wine for us. And they were going away for the weekend; the Cassidy’s would be watching over us, and if there were any problems at the party, I’d be grounded.

I’d heard that before. When Dad said “grounding,” he was serious. There was this one time – But not now. Now is for this story.

What? Liquor laws? 

Oh, the Imperium doesn’t have any. They were abolished when it broke away from the United States back in ’40. Local laws prevailed, and in our county, it was legal for anyone over age 12 to have drinks that were less than 20 proof. Wine and beer, in other words. As a result, there wasn’t much of a problem with alcohol abuse where we lived; Cass and I grew up around the stuff, and we’d have sips when we were younger. We turned out pretty well, I think.

So no upstairs, no liquor. Simple rules.

We readily agreed and started planning. We’d only left ourselves three days, which was maybe cutting it a bit fine, but we didn’t care. It was our party, perhaps not our first party but our first winter party, and we were going to do it right no matter what!

Easier said than done.

Cass was being organized and analytical, as is typical, doing research and looking up what went into the best parties.

Me?

I went nuts.

I was so over-the-top with my ideas you could have used them for a teen coming-of-age comedy. I wanted spiked punch and flaming barbeques and an ice palace, fireworks and sparklers and silly hats and music loud enough to be heard in the next country.

Cass vetoed almost every idea except the ice palace, then she started backing off. 

“It sounds like fun. How are you going to build it?”

Oh. I hadn’t quite gotten that far in my plans. But I was best friends with a genius!

“I know you, Kendra, and I know the look on your face. I’m busy; I can’t help you.”

Okay. I can think of something else.

“Your Dad’s not going to pay for it, and I know you only have 152 Daleys in your account.”

Another good idea shot down.

“And it takes weeks to build one those things and lots of machinery and people and we’re only sixteen; nobody’s going to take us seriously.”

Well, when she put it that way. I flopped on her bed. 

“You can still get a DJ. Maybe they can set up outside? Sparklers, it might be tough to get them here quickly, and fireworks are just stupid expensive. We could do the silly hats, and would a fire pit work? You know we have one that Dad keeps clear all year round, and I’ll bet he’d let us use it. I know Mom’s planning to do a ceremony on the Solstice a couple days earlier.”

She arched an eyebrow at me, and I knew something was coming I wouldn’t like.

“What?”

“You have to ask for their help with the fire.”

“Fine, whatever,” I muttered. My displeasure was mostly feigned; I was gonna get a bonfire! It wasn’t as good as fireworks, but it was a bunchaton better than nothing.

“Mom’s downstairs. Preparing. Dad’s helping. It’s as good a time as any.”

I took the hint and headed for the first floor, letting my nose guide me to Mrs. Cassidy and the herbs she was crafting into an offering.

“Kendra, do you need something?” Charles, Cass’s Dad, asked when I finally tracked them down.

“Sort of?”

He waited.

“Um. That is, uh, Cass and I were talking?”

“You usually do.”

My clever retort was cut off by Cass’s little sister, Kaeli. She was 9 that year and thought I was the coolest person on the planet. She demonstrated my coolness by tackling me every time she saw me. She’d wrap her arms around my legs and squeeze in the biggest hug she could manage.

“Kendra!”

“Hi, Kaeli!”

“Come play with me!” She tugged at my sleeve. We might have been inside, but Minnesota in December? Layers and lots of them!

I was saved from having to turn her down by Charles.

“Kaeli, Kendra’s talking with us right now. Why don’t you go play with Franklin?” Franklin was the youngest of the Cassidy children, not yet three.

“He drools!”

I suppressed a giggle. He did. He also had a habit of chewing on the toy or game Kaeli was sharing with him, so I understood her reluctance.

“Kaeli.”

“Oh, fine. Come play with me later, Kendra?”

“I’m pretty busy, but if I can, I will. ‘Kay?”

“Okay!” She dashed away.

Tammie got us back on track. “Now, Kendra, you were saying something?”

“Oh! Well, can we use the fire pit Saturday? And could you maybe help us with it? We want to have a bonfire for the party. Actually, that’s not really true, I wanted to do fireworks, but we won’t because Cass doesn’t think fireworks are such a good idea.”

“I agree with my daughter,” Charles said. “I don’t see any reason why you can’t do a bonfire, though. A nice big fire would be right cheerful.”

Tammie was shaking her head solemnly. “Bad idea.”

I had to ask.

“Why?”

“Do you celebrate the Yule? Or Solstice?”

“No.” I barely celebrated Christmas, mostly because I wanted the presents. 

“Then this will be hard for you to understand.”

I bristled. I was used to Cass being more intelligent than me; hell, she was brighter than most of our teachers, something she’d proven again and again. But rightly or wrongly, I felt Tammie and I was on the same plane, intellectually. Oh sure, she was old, probably thirty-five, but she and I usually could talk about anything like equals. She’d always treated me with respect, so what she said now really hit me hard.

“Try me.”

“There are spirits of the Earth which need to be appeased and honored, and one of the seasons which looms large is the Yule. I will be making sacrifices and offerings to them, asking for continued prosperity and a renewal of the blessings of the Mother. Wild spirits will be roaming that day, seeking out those who doubt, those who disbelieve, to wreak mischief upon them.”

“So? You’re doing your thing Friday, and the party is Saturday.”

Her look got sterner.

“These spirits do not obey mortal clocks or calendars, Kendra. Some will linger long after my fires die away; your bonfire will bring them back. I cannot protect you against them should you invite them to your hearth.”

Huh? Hearth? Invite? Spirits? We live in the 21st Century and on the cusp of the 22nd, right? Not the Dark Ages?

I didn’t quite say what I thought. “I don’t think we’ll have any problems.”

Charles had a pained expression; he obviously didn’t want to contradict his wife, but he wasn’t buying what she was selling, either. “Tam, if they’re going to be attracted by the new fire, can’t we at least keep them around it? Give them something they like?”

Her annoyance at me warred with her desire to share information, and sharing won.

“If we burn some mistletoe, a few sprigs every hour, it should attract them. And if Kendra hangs holly at every window and door, then the worst of them will be kept at bay. It won’t stop the harmless ones, the fae, but they’re more mischievous this time of year. There may be some odd goings-on.”

I put on my best adult-suckering smile. 

“Thank you!” I burbled. I went over and hugged her.

“You will need to pick up the mistletoe and holly,” she said, talking to me. “I only have enough for my offerings, and I cannot leave my home unprotected.”

Whatever. If we got to have our bonfire? I’d go buy her leaves.

During lunch the next day, I slipped out of school and went to buy the supplies. 

You ever try to buy holly? Or mistletoe?

Do you have any idea where you’d go?

I didn’t. 

Eventually, I ended up in the general store, and I cleaned them out of both. Being a few days before Christmas, I think they were happy to see it all go. I mean, what would they do with it after the holiday?

They were both pretty plants. Like I said, my folks didn’t do much for Christmas, and I was in it for the gifts, so I didn’t have any background in them. I did know about standing under the mistletoe, with its spiky green leaves and pretty red berries; I always tried to catch Cass or Allen in the doorway in school. However, they were both onto me and politely declined my generous invitation.

Annoying.

Anyway, I got back to school, stuffed the bags in my locker, and headed back to my afternoon classes. When we got home, I went over to Cass’s first and found her Dad. He was doing something with the fire pit, preparations for Tammie’s ceremony, I’m sure.

“Here you go,” I said and put the bag next to the wood he’d burn on Saturday.

“You must be serious about this party,” he said. “You’re not usually this quick to listen.”

“I am,” I said as he opened the bag.

“Pretty.” He held up a cluster with the white berries showing. “Did you get enough?”

“All they had.”

He put the cluster back. 

“Guess it’ll have to do. One change. Tammie will set the invocation before we light the fire, but she’s not going to spend all night freezing so you can have fun.”

I couldn’t argue the point. Someone was going to have to do it, though. Oh, please, no. Not him. Please not him!

“Shawn’s going to be in charge.” 

Oh no!

My disappointment must have shown because Charles added, “He’ll make sure it stays going. Cass agreed to pay him.”

If there was one thing that would make Cass’s older brother cooperate, it was Daleys, applied liberally and in small bills. I didn’t want to think how much she was shelling out to buy his cooperation. Then again, I spent my lunch and my money buying leaves to keep spirits at bay, so I guess it was all good.

Friday’s school day passed in a heartbeat. Before we went home, we pooled the money we had left and ordered food and drink for Saturday. We’d be busy baking and preparing on Saturday morning, which was a pity, but we didn’t have enough money to get pizza for everyone. Once we got home, Cass grabbed a few things from her house then came over. We often slept over the other’s house for no reason other than we could. With her Mom’s imminent Solstice Yule celebration thingy, plus everything we still had to do at my house, Cass decided it was wiser for her to come over than vice versa.

Once she arrived, my folks left. This wasn’t anything unusual. They were both older, retired, and never planned to be foster parents or adopt me when I turned seven. They’d planned on enjoying their Life After Work, not raising another daughter. Since we were old enough to have the concept of ‘friend,’ my friendship with Cass made it more tolerable. They frequently went away for a week or a weekend. Since we’d officially become teenagers, they’d started letting us stay at my home when they were away, a nice gesture of trust.

Dad gave us our usual lecture, added that he expected the house to be clean when they got home Monday afternoon and was gone in sixty seconds. Cass tossed her stuff into my room,  then we got busy decorating. 

It was a giggly time and not at all efficient.

We had a blast!

The first thing I wanted to do was put up the holly, so I got the bag and started pulling out clumps. Cass lifted a piece and peered at it.

“Ken, are you sure this is holly?” 

“Of course, I’m sure! I mean, I know it’s not mistletoe, so it has to be holly. Right?”

She was still looking dubious. I grabbed her arm and dragged her over to the one piece of mistletoe my Dad put up in the arch between the dining and living rooms. Standing underneath, I pointed up.

“See? Red berries, pointy leaves. This is where Mama and Dad kiss; you want to say they’re wrong?”

“No,” she said, but she wasn’t convinced.

So I kissed her.

It was only supposed to be a quick kiss, my funny way of proving I was right, but my arms dropped around her and pulled her into me. She wrapped me in return with her long arms.

That kiss.

It was over in an instant and lasted forever. It chilled me and set me on fire. I melted into it, into her, and never ever wanted to let her go.

We’d kissed before; we were friends since toddlerhood or before. Kissing came as naturally as shaking hands and usually went with a hug. Didn’t mean anything other than, “Hey, good to see you.” We double-dated all the time, and we’d gone on “dates” when we couldn’t get someone else to take us out, and we’d meet with a kiss.

But this kiss.

Oh. My.

After the timeless moment ended, and we came back
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