
        
            
                
            
        

    
	The Faremont Shelter

	Anya Merchant

	Copyright © 2024 Anya Merchant

	All rights reserved

	Kindle Edition

	 

	 


Contents

	The Faremont Shelter

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	

	



	


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

	 

	 

	Thanks to Ian S., mm, Yitzhak B., MrKoko, Wolfgang Fugue, Zaphod, Kaal, Numbers, Hayden S., Pygor, and all my other patrons   

	
Chapter 1 

	 

	The tiny plane shuddered, and Jovian Faremont once more wondered why he’d been allowed to purchase a ticket on it in the first place. Sirius Air Flight 002, running from Terra Fuego, Argentina, to Port Sirius, Antarctica’s hottest tourist destination, was a modest machine of metal and gumption. 

	To say Jovian, Jove to his friends, had been underwhelmed upon first seeing it would do a disservice to the way he’d felt when it rose to cruising altitude and the noises began—little sputters from the engine and odd creaks from the fuselage. His unease only deepened when the mysterious southern continent’s endless white expanse came into view underneath him. 

	Why had he tricked himself into thinking this was a good idea? 

	He shivered, feeling the cold seep into the plane’s cabin from all directions. He could have been warm and cozy back home, though “home” was a somewhat crappy apartment he was now two weeks behind on rent for. 

	His confidence in the trip had essentially peaked in that first moment when he’d replied to his mother’s email, agreeing to the all-expenses-paid visit and family gathering. He couldn’t even remember how many airports he’d been through on his way south across two continents, baggage checks and bathroom breaks and boring interludes between delayed flights all blurring together. 

	“You should have taken my advice in Argentina and bought one from the shop in the airport.” An older woman with shockingly red lipstick who was one of the plane’s three other passengers spoke over the din of the plane’s ambient noise. “That jacket isn’t going to be enough.” 

	“It’ll have to be,” said Jove. 

	It wasn’t as though he’d completely shrugged off her advice. He hadn’t bought a better jacket because he was flat broke. And that unfortunate truth was the main reason Jove had agreed to visit his mother in the remote research facility where she spent nine months of the year. 

	He shivered and took another look out the plane’s window as though his first glimpse of the unforgiving Antarctic might have been a mirage. What struck him most was how much of a natural spectacle the continent was. 

	He’d been expecting the ice, the snow, the glaciers in the distance. What he hadn’t been expecting was the inherent sense of foreboding, the way every square inch of the terrain seemed to reinforce the notion that Antarctica was not a place that welcomed humans. 

	The plane dipped and circled, dropping lower into the panorama of white snow and blue ice. A couple of blotches stood out with grey concrete, sharp angles, and rising plumes of condensation. Port Sirius, his destination, was a cluster of expensively imported structures clinging to the shoreline with stark determination. 

	It looked less like a town and more like an oversized construction set plunked down in defiance of the elements. Three boxlike buildings stood with utilitarian stubbornness within the desolate landscape. Each was the size of a mall, but Jove only knew this from his own research. The entire development looked tiny against the backdrop of glaciers and endless snow. 

	It was far from a complicated or extensive settlement, but he assumed it was efficient to heat. The airstrip was a gash across the frozen ground, and the port was a dark sliver against the churning waves that only icebreaker ships could reach in most seasons. 

	Port Sirius lacked the organic warmth of a traditional settlement, radiating instead the cold efficiency of its purpose. It was a tourist trap, a billionaire funded proof of concept, an experiment hardly any different from the research lab his mother occupied deeper within the Antarctic interior. 

	The plane touched down with ease and softness that seemed to contradict its earlier airborne struggle. The flight attendant almost immediately began ushering them off once they’d rolled to a stop. It was only Jove and three other passengers whose purposes in the Antarctic he couldn’t even begin to guess. 

	He did have a winter coat, but the hostile Antarctic air disrespected his outer layer to such a degree that he felt shirtless as he stepped off the exit stairs and onto the hard packed snow. It was like stepping onto an alien planet. 

	The cold wasn't just a temperature, it was an evil presence, seeping into his bones. His breath crystallized in a puff of white, dissipating into the dry air like it didn’t belong there in the first place. He pulled his hood up and stuffed his hands into his pockets, backpack bouncing as he hurried forward. 

	A path through the snow had been cleared directly toward one of the three buildings. The automatic doors whooshed open for the passenger walking in front of him and they stepped into an area akin to an airlock, likely to better insulate the interior against temperature leakage. The warmth was a welcome change, immediately starting to thaw his frozen face. 

	Jove spotted his Aunt Aster almost immediately, standing by a baggage check counter that seemed far too large for the amount of traffic the airline likely supported. She perked up as he approached, smiling but also seeming uncertain. 

	His mother Kira, his sister Eve, and his aunt Aster all loved him in their own way, ranging from unconditional to judgmental depending on recent events. Jove hadn’t seen any of them for… Jesus, it’d been a few years now. At least two since he’d seen his mother and Eve, significantly longer since he’d seen his Aunt Aster. 

	Aster. There was no mistaking her. Even amidst the utilitarian bustle of Port Sirius, she commanded attention with an easy air of elegance. Her tight sweater, a shocking shade of lavender, clung to her body in a way that casually showcased the curves of her full bust. 

	Snow boots with outrageously fluffy fur trim added a touch of practicality to the ensemble. A wide scarf hung from her neck, and her blonde hair fell in loose waves, glossy with faint highlights. 

	When she removed her mirrored sunglasses, the startling blue of her eyes was a punch of color against the muted tones of the outpost. Years of being filmed had honed her every gesture, and the way she tilted her head and flashed a dazzling smile was as much a performance as a familial welcome. 

	“Jove!” called Aster. “Are you just going to stand there or are you going to come over and give me a hug? You look fantastic, darling!” 

	He chuckled and swept her into an embrace. She was shorter than he was by half a head, which surprised him, somehow. He’d grown so used to hearing about Aster Hathaway — the former lead of Rose of Redding, seeing images of her on news articles, clips of her on YouTube — that he’d almost forgotten the real woman underneath. 

	“So do you,” he said, still squeezing her. “Thanks for coming out to greet me.” 

	He pulled back, but she kept hold of his hands, staring at him with eyes full of familial pride. She smelled of expensive perfume, the kind reminiscent of the sorts of flowers that only exist in dreams. 

	“You aren’t starstruck, are you?” Aster smirked as she let go of his hands and struck a casual pose. 

	“Maybe a little,” he said. “The last time I saw you was before you landed a leading role on HBO.” 

	“Before I landed the role, but also before I was killed off from said role.” Her tone was sharp, but she waved a hand, still smiling. “I must sound so bitter. Never mind that. I have other projects in the works.” 

	Part of the reason why Aster had become so famous, so quickly, was because she’d been unceremoniously replaced in her first leading role for seemingly no reason right as her popularity was beginning to surge. Nature abhors a vacuum and so do tabloids, and speculation as to what had happened between her and the director had become a pastime for the internet masses over the past few months. 

	“I’m surprised you found the time to make this trip,” said Jove. 

	“It’s more like the time found me. I felt like I could use an escape from Los Angeles for a bit.” 

	Aster let out a dramatic sigh and turned sideways. Jove’s impression of the building looking like a mall from the outside was reinforced by the wide-open common space that seemingly formed the core of Port Sirius’s interior. 

	“Have you talked to my mother yet?” he asked. 

	“She’s waiting for us in Termina Station,” said Aster. “You would have thought that she’d have the decency to come to greet us here, but it seems even now, her work takes priority.” 

	He delicately ignored the bitterness in her tone. “I suppose we’ll head out once Eve gets here, then?” 

	He winced as he thought about his sister. Aster certainly didn’t have a monopoly on sibling animosity within the Faremont family. 

	“Eve’s already here,” said Aster. “We were waiting on you. Your mother has one of her research assistants queued up to guide us out to Termina as soon as you’re ready. Though I should say, darling, I think you’re going to need more of a jacket than that.” 

	“You know, I’m starting to think so, too,” he said. 

	 


Chapter 2 

	 

	Aster led the way through Port Sirius, her boots clicking against the polished tile floor. A range of different attractions lined both walls on the lower and upper levels, ranging from cafes to clothing stores to the typical tourist gift shops replete with “I love Antarctica” knickknacks. 

	They stopped to buy him a new jacket, snow pants, and a pair of lined boots. Aster waved off Jove’s attempt at offering to pay her back eventually. 

	“It’s no trouble,” she said. “The last thing I want to see is my little nephew freeze to death at the south pole.” 

	“Not so little anymore, but I take your meaning.” 

	“Don’t think I didn’t notice.” She winked at him before turning to scribble her signature on the payment touchscreen with a stylus. “Now let’s go find that sister of yours.” 

	“This place is a little off-putting,” he said, looking around. “There are shops everywhere but no customers. I can’t imagine how much money it costs to keep this place running.” 

	“It’s the billionaire Victor Vasquez’s pet project,” said Aster, with a frown. “Some reporter asked him what he thought about me coming all the way down here and he made some offhand comment about how he was hoping to bump into me.” 

	She made a face. Victor Vasquez, while rich, wasn’t exactly of the handsome billionaire archetype. 

	“Your adoring nephew will shut down any attempts to make unwanted small talk on his part, assuming he makes the attempt,” said Jove. “Not that it would go over well, regardless. This place is borderline eerie.” 

	“Don’t worry, darling,” said Aster. “We won’t be here long.” 

	She led them out of the store and around a corner, the ambient music shifting to generic jazz as they arrived at a small bar with a single, familiar patron. Eve sat drinking a cocktail and looking remarkably bored. 

	Her hair, a shock of inky black in the dim light, was pulled back into a ponytail. Her baggage and belongings were piled haphazardly beside her, and her skis leaned precariously against a nearby table. 

	Even surrounded by the faded grandeur of Port Sirius, she exuded an air of barely contained energy, like a storm waiting to break. Their eyes met, hers startlingly blue and reminiscent of their aunt’s. Was it annoyance he saw staring back at him? Or perhaps a hint of guilt? 

	“Jove,” said Eve. “Took you long enough.” 

	“Eve.” Jove crossed his arms, not taking a seat and not expecting her to stand. “Don’t blame me for your decision to arrive early.” 

	“Oh, I’m sure you’ll do enough blaming for the both of us.” She spoke in a flat tone, pausing to finish the last of her cocktail. 

	“Don’t tell me the two of you are still mad at each other?” Aster let out another one of her dramatic sighs and shook her head. “It was years ago.” 

	Jove felt the memory slap him like the unforgiving Antarctic cold. The sound of police sirens, the flashing of red and blue outside the house he’d sneaked into. Him and his friends arguing in whispered voices over whether to hide or run. Eve admitting she hadn’t known he’d be there too when she called the report in, but stubbornly insisting she’d done the right thing anyway. 

	“I’m over it,” said Jove, wishing he really was. She’d never apologized — that was still what stung most. 

	“Can we get moving now?” Eve glanced away, changing the subject like she always did. “The guide gave me a lecture on the dangers of the cold but I’m more liable to die from sheer boredom if I have to stay in this tourist trap a second longer.” 

	“Relax, darling,” said Aster. “Let me go up to my room to throw my outer layers on. We’ll set out immediately after.” 

	She waved with her fingers, starting off before Jove could think of an excuse to go with her. He stayed where he was, stewing in the uncomfortable silence next to his sister. He felt that urge to demand an apology, but didn’t give into it, as usual. An apology would only be worth a damn freely given. 

	The seconds ticked by in agonizing, awkward torture as neither of them said anything. Jove eventually made his way over to the bar as though considering getting a drink, but the distance only made the rift between himself and his sister that much more conspicuous. Aster took her sweet time coming back down from where their hotel rooms presumably were on the upper level. 

	“Alright,” said Aster in a disappointed tone. “We need to go find your mother’s lackey at the south gate. We’re going to be taking snowmobiles across the ice and he’ll be our guide. Better hope the two of you don’t have to double up.” 

	“I’ll ski the entire way there if it comes to that,” muttered Eve. 

	Jove felt his anger flare up like a gas stovetop. “Damn straight you will.” 

	They glared at one another, silence now tinged with anger, but no more bearable, no less infuriating. Aster started walking and Jove fell into step next to her, wishing they could just leave Eve behind entirely. 

	Aster seemed to know where she was going, though the building’s open layout made it near impossible to get lost, regardless. She led them toward the south gate, which seemed intended for larger deliveries given its size and industrial appearance. 

	A figure bundled in so many layers it was difficult to discern their age or gender stood in front of it, in the midst of unwrapping his head as though fresh in from the cold. As the scarf and goggles came loose, a young, freckled face emerged, topped by a shock of fiery red hair. 

	“No fucking way,” said the young man. “You’re… Aster Hathaway. Oh my god, this is unreal! Are you seriously part of the group Director Faremont wants me to bring to Termina?” 

	“I suppose I am,” said Aster, smiling. 

	“Ms. Hathaway, I can’t believe I’m meeting you in person! My name is Ryan! I don’t even know what to say!” 

	“That’s quite alright, you don’t have to say anything. Are the snowmobiles—” 

	“I have to get a photo with you! My friends will never believe this!” 

	Aster laughed uncomfortably and glanced at Jove, who took the hint and stepped closer to her. 

	“We really need to get moving,” he said. “Some other time, maybe.” 

	“My boyfriend is a little overprotective, but I’m sure you can imagine how much unwanted attention I get,” said Aster, surprising Jove by putting a hand on his shoulder. “How about I see what I can do when I get back?” 

	“Of course, of course!” Ryan nodded and gestured to the door next to the gate. “I didn’t realize, I thought you were Director Faremont’s, um… never mind! I have the snowmobiles set up already, so I’ll just explain how to ride and we can set off. We’ll use a sled to carry your bags and the rest of your stuff.” 

	Aster hung back a step, leaning in to whisper for Jove’s ear only. “Thank you, darling. I find the pestering tends to peter out faster if I pretend that I have a big, strong boyfriend nearby.” 

	Jove chuckled, feeling an odd flush come to his face. “I like to think I fit that description.” 

	“Oh, trust me, you do.” 

	They shared a moment of interesting eye contact that almost gave him whiplash in comparison to his earlier stare down with Eve. Ryan managed to force open the door, which had seemingly frozen partially shut. The blast of Antarctic chill felt different against the strange heat of the moment. Aster looked away first, her hand squeezing his shoulder as she started forward, hips swaying and showing off her surprisingly tight snow pants. 

	 


Chapter 3 

	 

	Ryan's explanation of how to operate the snowmobiles washed over Jove like an on the job orientation. Start the engine, squeeze the throttle, don't steer too sharply... The words were simple, the reality was likely far more treacherous. He looked at Aster, who paid rapt attention and emoted for Ryan’s benefit. His eyes met Eve’s for an unwelcome instant, her expression shifting from uncertainty to annoyance directed his way. 

	The machines themselves looked deceptively flimsy, exposed motors groaning in protest against the cold. Ryan struggled to get his started, his initial enthusiasm waning under a barrage of curses. 

	“We put special antifreeze in them to account for the cold, but, fucking hell, even it has its limits.” He tried one last time and the engine, somewhat unwillingly, growled to life. “There we go. Better to have it cold-start here close to Port Sirius rather than out in the middle of nowhere on the ice.” 

	He chuckled nervously and gestured for the rest of them to give theirs a try. Jove deposited his backpack onto the tow sled and thrust the key into his own metal steed. It started on his second attempt, but felt creaky, like ice was breaking off whenever he shifted the controls. 

	The sun, a pale orb low on the horizon, offered wane light and no warmth, accentuating the vast emptiness around them. He’d never experienced a land like Antarctica before, a place of such indifference to human needs and sensibilities and basic life requirements. The simple act of standing out on the ice in the midst of the searing cold felt audacious, let alone setting out on a journey across it. 

	“You’re sure you know the way?” Aster asked Ryan. “And you mentioned the trip would be an hour or so?” 

	“Close to three, but we’ll make it with plenty of time before sundown,” said Ryan. “I know exactly where we’re going. Hell, we could even follow the tracks I made this morning all the way there.” 

	“Better hope it hasn’t snowed in the time since,” muttered Eve. “Or that it doesn’t start snowing while we’re on our way. I don’t want to have to huddle up and draw straws for who eats who.” 

	Ryan burst out laughing. Jove rolled his eyes, familiar and unamused by his sister’s dark sense of humor. Aster quirked her mouth sideways as though she’d tasted something foul. 

	“The weather forecast is clear for today, though it might snow later on tonight. Trust me, it’ll be fine. I’ll get you and your boyfriend there safe, Ms. Hathaway.” 

	“My… ah, yes.” Aster smiled and adjusted her scarf. “Well then. Lead on.” 

	Jove found the speed and efficiency of riding his snowmobile to be surprisingly exhilarating. The wind whipped past, the cold now a mere footnote against the raw immediacy of the moment. 

	Soon, Port Sirius dwindled to a smudge on the horizon behind him. Ahead, Eve took to her own machine with an annoying amount of fluidity and confidence, nearly matching Ryan’s pace in the lead. Aster, however, seemed less sure of herself. Jove slowed, pulling up alongside her. 

	“Everything okay?” he asked over the roar of the engines. 

	The concern was genuine — he wasn’t about to let her fall so far behind as to drop out of view. 

	“Just getting used to the pace of this darn thing!” she shouted back, adjusting her grip on the handlebars. “I would have preferred a limo with heated seats, but I suppose all of those must have been rented out.” 

	He grinned at her, again struck by her beauty, the bits of snow clinging to her scarf and hair. “Maybe on the way back?” 

	Aster gave him an interesting nod and suddenly sped up, gaining speed with reckless abandon. Jove followed after her, gunning his snowmobile as fast as he could, having some genuine fun for the first time since he’d entered the limbo of air travel more than a day earlier. 

	He swerved to pull up alongside Aster as he closed the distance. She suddenly slowed to an abrupt stop, almost losing control. Ahead of them, Ryan waved frantically, his bright red hair a beacon against the monotonous white. 

	Jove squinted, trying to make out what the fuss was about, only noticing the danger an instant too late. He saw the rippled texture of the ice just as the front skis of the snowmobile dipped sickeningly. The crevasse, hidden by a deceptive layer of snow, caught the machine with jarring force. 

	Time seemed to stretch and distort. The snowmobile flipped sideways. Jove's grip slipped on the handlebars, and then he was airborne, tumbling wildly, too surprised to even shout out as he flipped through the air. 

	He was shocked by how out of control he still was when he hit the ground. His skull broke through a fine layer of ice covering powdery snow, which was far preferable to the ice breaking his skull. Still stunned, Jove rolled a few times as his momentum burned off. 

	His body finally came to a rest with a jarring thump, and for a moment, the world was a blur of blinding white and blue. A dull ache pulsed in his side, but the physical discomfort was oddly distant. 

	His hood had come loose at some point. He could feel the ice underneath his head, numbing his skull at an alarming rate. Always the optimist, he silently pointed out to himself that a numb head was better than an aching head. 

	The second, more sobering realization was that he’d also lost one of his gloves in the crash. His hand hurt from the cold, a stinging, immediate pain. He jammed it into his jacket pocket but that was an imperfect solution. 

	Standing up, Jove waved with his gloved hand to the others, who were already on their way over. He was aware on a basic level that if he’d been out on the ice alone, miles from warmth and safety, and done what he’d just done, it would mean death. 

	Antarctica had introduced itself. 

	 


Chapter 4 

	 

	The others were quick to notice and come to Jove’s aid. Ryan was the first one off his snowmobile, rushing over with a level of energy that did little to soothe Jove’s aching skull. 

	“Jesus Christ!” shouted Ryan. “I am so sorry! I didn’t mention the crevasses. There’s also a… release form thing I’m supposed to have you sign, and helmets to wear, but I figured since you’re friends and family of the director, it wouldn’t be, um… Please don’t sue me.” 

	Aster pulled up on her snowmobile next, fumbling her sunglasses off with thick gloves. “What happened?” 

	“Nothing!” shouted Ryan. “Ms. Hathaway, please don’t let your boyfriend sue me! I don’t have any money! The research operation doesn’t, either.” 

	Aster blinked, but didn’t break character. “Are you alright, darling?” 

	She walked over to Jove and surprised him with an affectionate touch on the shoulder followed by a kiss on the cheek. It was just her cold and somewhat dry lips against his skin, but it still sent a strange thrill through him. The next instant, as she pulled back and they made eye contact, made Jove intensely aware of how much that little kiss had added to the odd tension between them. 

	“I just took a small knock to the head, otherwise I’m fine,” he said. “I did lose one of my gloves, though. I think that’s the more pressing issue.” 

	“I got it!” Ryan, ever helpful, had already sprinted off to recover the lost article of outer wear. 

	Jove stuffed his fingers, which were worryingly red from the cold back into the glove. Eve had finely deigned to climb off her snowmobile and investigate the hold up. 

	“Were you riding blind?” she asked. “I mean that literally. Did you have your eyes closed, or something?” 

	“For your information, I didn’t see the crevasse until the last second.” He was in no mood to argue with Eve and let out a long sigh. 

	“Your snowmobile isn’t rideable anymore,” said Ryan. “You’ll have to double up with someone for the rest of the way to Termina.” 

	Jove winced and felt his frustration finally catch up with him. Not only would he have to explain what’d happened to his mother when they arrived, but he’d be arriving in the most demeaning way possible. He wondered if he might find a spot in the baggage sled instead, but it seemed like it was already at full capacity. 

	“There’s room on the back of mine,” said Aster. She climbed back onto her snowmobile with a slow, interesting movement and patted the seat behind her. “I don’t mind. Extra body, extra warmth.” 

	Eve scowled and shook her head at them. Ryan let out a nervous laugh. 

	“I doubt anyone would mind getting to climb on behind Aster Hathaway,” he said. 

	Jove shot him a look, not having to feign his growing annoyance at the young man’s weird obsession with his aunt. 

	“Sorry!” said Ryan. “I just mean… no guy, especially her boyfriend, would ever, um… pass up that opportunity. Yeah, I’ll shut up now.” 

	Jove made sure he had all of his personal effects in his pockets and then climbed onto the snowmobile behind Aster. It was a tight fit, and his only option was to inch forward until he was pressed right up against her back. 

	“Is this alright?” he asked. “I could always be up front if you wanted.” 

	He had to wrap his arms around her waist and was immediately aware of how intimate the posture was. Even through her thick winter jacket, he could feel the lower edge of her breasts against his forearm. His legs were also grazing hers, touching in a way that felt a little dangerous despite being no more than incidental contact of bodies. 

	“I like this position better,” said Aster, in a low whisper. “Besides, I’ve only just started playing with my new toy.” 

	She revved the snowmobile’s engine, which sent an interesting vibration through both the machine and Jove’s body. Ryan let out a nervous laugh from their right side. 

	“Just… go slow, okay?” said the young research assistant. “We don’t want any more accidents. It’s going to be another hour or two, at least, until we get to Termina.” 

	They set off immediately, this time traveling in a single file line to avoid further mishaps. Jove’s sense of disappointment over having to ride tandem slowly shifted into a more conflicted mixture of emotions. 

	He and Aster were bundled up about as thickly in outwear as a man and a woman could possibly be. He shouldn’t have been as aware of her as he was, but he could feel each breath she took, smell her perfume against the otherwise dry and scentless Antarctic air. 

	He felt his excitement growing as the first few minutes of the journey ticked by even as he tried to stay calm and focus on his breathing. The fact that he knew they’d be locked together for another hour or more to come was like a curse hanging over him. 

	If he got an erection, would she be able to feel it? He was pretty sure she would at least be able to feel something, though she might not know what it was. She’d have at least an hour to ponder what it was. Jove tried biting his tongue. He’d heard somewhere that pain could sometimes stifle the body’s arousal. 

	The movement of the snowmobile itself didn’t do him any favors. The snow had cracks and divots, sending little vibrations through the machine that had her bumping and occasionally bouncing in front of him. He squeezed her tight each time, the motion putting them even closer into contact with one another. 

	It was inevitable, despite his best efforts. Jove felt his cock pass through that first stage of arousal, the one defined more by a sensation of awareness and potential, into the second stage, the half-inflated air mattress level of excitement. His snow pants were thick and warm — there was a chance she still couldn’t feel it. God, he hoped she couldn’t feel it. 

	Ryan waved an arm and the snowmobiles slowed to a stop. They were in the middle of nowhere, a wide-open expanse of white with an eerily clear view in all directions. Jove would have felt the opposite of claustrophobia if his aunt’s unbelievably gorgeous body hadn’t been stealing his full attention. 

	“We’re more than halfway there!” Ryan took a sip from a water bottle, flipping it at an odd angle to contend with what must have been an ice blockage. 

	“You’re awfully quiet back there, darling?” whispered Aster. 

	“Just enjoying the ride.” He leaned in for his own whisper, only realizing how his breath must feel against her neck as she stiffened slightly in his arms. 

	“It’s definitely something.” She made an odd, sighing noise. “This place has a mind of its own.” 

	She patted his leg, his thigh, and Jove nearly groaned at the way her touch excited him. It was something more than the sensation — he was so bundled up he shouldn’t have been able to feel much at all. It was the context, the situation, and knowing that his reactions were because of that only seemed to deepen his inexplicable arousal. 

	Aster suddenly cleared her throat and stood up on the snowmobile as Ryan and Eve were getting ready to set off again. The posture put her butt right in his face. She did a little stretch, arching her back, and then slowly sank down. 

	Jove couldn’t resist sliding forward to put himself in direct contact with her as she went through the motions of wiggling her butt to get comfortable again. His cock sprinted the last distance to full hardness. He knew she could feel it now, though maybe she thought it was his phone or… something shaped like an erection he just happened to be carrying in his pocket. 

	“Ready for round two?” he whispered. 

	“I certainly am.” 

	Aster shifted back against him in an interesting way, and Jove couldn’t resist hugging forward into her, almost thrusting. His mind was so fogged over with lust that he couldn’t think straight, didn’t want to think straight. 

	Every little bump and bounce of the snowmobile seemed like a lewd and sexual event. Jove went beyond simply being aroused to the point of hardness. He had to fight down a growing sense of pleasure that threatened to push him up to the edge, maybe even over it. 

	It wasn’t funny anymore. His humor and annoyance had been entirely replaced by a disquieting mix of arousal and guilt. This was his mother's sister, someone he should view as… well, family. Jove was all but humping himself against her every time the snowmobile hit a big enough bump. 

	He wanted to do unforgiveable, shameful things to her. It was like his rational mind didn’t get a vote about whether it was a good idea. He was hard and his cock had come to the same conclusion as all the disgusting tabloids and social media sycophants and every red-blooded male tuning in each week for Rose’s latest shower scene in Rose of Redding. 

	She was an incredibly fuckable woman in her prime. 

	They hit a big bump and this time, Jove’s grip on her and the way he tried to snap their bodies together was as much to keep her on the snowmobile as it was out of horniness. She came down right on his crotch, on his erection, and immediately tensed. 

	“Whoops.” She wiggled her butt from side to side and then shifted forward into her normal spot. “Big one. Almost caught me off guard.” 

	“I got you.” He gave her a nice squeeze with his arms. “You’re safe.” 

	“I wonder about that,” she whispered. 

	 

	 


Chapter 5 

	 

	Jove’s disappointment was on par with discovering that Christmas had been cancelled when Termina Station came into view on the horizon. He took in the research center that had stolen his mother away for the past couple of years as he tried to breathe and smother the smoldering remnants of his arousal. 

	Termina Station, the place behind his mother's prolonged absence and the growing distance between them, wasn't quite the marvel of scientific ingenuity he'd envisioned. Yet, it still possessed a strangely compelling aesthetic, born of necessity rather than pure design. 

	Modular buildings, undoubtedly for easy construction and expansion, were arrayed in a cluster at the center with smaller structures jutting off on either side attached by thin hallways. Solar panels gleamed dully on a metal scaffolding to the base’s west, angled to catch the meager sunlight. A massive satellite communications array dominated one side of the complex, its skeletal form a stark contrast to the smooth contours of the station itself. 

	“Over here,” called Ryan, steering his snowmobile toward a massive shed disconnected from the rest of the facility. “You can just park your snowmobiles inside and I’ll check them out and get them hitched up to the block heaters later.” 

	Aster brought hers to a stop inside the shed next to Ryan’s and Eve’s. Jove climbed off first, turning to the shed’s corner to adjust himself and force down as much of his lingering excitement as he could. He met Aster’s gaze afterward and she gave him an odd smile but offered no comment. 

	“Let’s get you all inside right away,” said Ryan. “You’ll… want to get that cut on your forehead looked at.” 

	They followed as he led them to one of the modular structures set apart from the others with a heavy sliding door on the outside. Ryan opened a weather box with a control panel inside and pressed a few buttons. A confirmation beep came from the computer, and the ensuing sound of the doors grinding open was jarringly shrill. 

	“The doors have an electric locking and opening mechanism, but they get frozen shut a lot,” said Ryan. “Have to grab a crowbar for it sometimes. Just a part of the job.” 

	He grinned at Eve, for some reason. She narrowed her eyes at him as though she’d noticed a spiderweb hanging in front of her. 

	Jove was eager to get back into a warm environment, but the station’s entrance, as Ryan explained, served as a buffer zone, an airlock against the unforgiving cold. They opened another door, this one thankfully unlocking with a hiss of hydraulics, and stepped into a narrow hallway. 

	Gone was the raw beauty of the ice, replaced by insulated steel and the harsh glare of LED lighting. It felt strangely clinical, like stepping into a spaceship from a low-budget sci-fi movie. 

	“Hello!” a cheerful voice chirped from apparently hidden speakers. “Welcome to Termina Station!” 

	Jove exchanged a glance with Eve, who was standing to his left. It wasn’t their mother’s voice, and there was an absent quality to the tonality that left him wondering if it even belonged to a human at all. 

	Ryan grinned and offered an explanation. “That's Andromeda. Termina's House AI. She's our landlady and assistant manager, basically. She keeps track of all the station functions, monitors all the ongoing research, and can even hold a conversation with everyone here at the same time!” 

	Ryan looked particularly proud, as if he were personally responsible for the marvel of technology. Jove took off his gloves and let his fingers trace one of the hallways walls, finding one of the speakers up by the corner of the somewhat low ceiling. 

	“Are you watching us right now, Andromeda?” he asked. 

	The AI’s reply came after a short pause. “Not at the moment, but I was able to see you enter through one of my exterior cameras and knew when you entered the hallway through the sensors the control the doors. I do hope you aren’t overly unnerved by my presence. I am an AI and I don’t perceive or observe the world in the same manner a human might.” 

	“If I were an AI, I’d claim that regardless of whether it was true or not,” muttered Eve. “Seems like the perfect excuse for just about any situation.” 

	“That is a remarkably funny reflection, but I assure you that it’s not the case,” said Andromeda, voice oddly sweet. “You can rest assured that my responsibility is to overseeing this research facility rather than taking a direct interest in watching or spying on its occupants. With that said, I very much hope we can get to know one another in the time we have available.” 

	“Andi is really sweet once you get to know her,” said Ryan. “She works closely with the director. You might even say they’re friends.” 

	“That is so kind of you to say, Ryan,” said Andromeda. “I like to think so too, though as an AI, my concept of friendship may differ in fundamental ways from what people generally mean when they speak of it.” 

	“She’s always like this when new people are around,” said Ryan. “She loosens up over time when she realizes nobody is going to tattle on her to the UN’s AI Control Council. Well, as long as she stays on our good side.” 

	“If that was a joke as I suspect it was, it was quite funny!” said Andromeda. “If it wasn’t, then I sincerely hope I continue to stay on your good side, though my behavior has never strayed in such a way to require intervention on the part of the AI Control Council.” 

	“How about a tour for our guests, Andi?” suggested Ryan. 

	“Absolutely!” Andromeda's voice carried a hint of digital enthusiasm. “Where would you like to start? I can guide you through the cafeteria, the hydroponics lab, the research center, the command center, recreational facilities, the infirmary, the sauna, or perhaps somewhere else?” 

	“A sauna sounds luxurious in the middle of the Antarctic cold,” said Aster. 

	“It serves a purpose within the facility of being an insulated heat store,” explained Andromeda. “Waste heat from the sauna can be released to maintain sufficient interior temperature when needed.” 

	“Convenient, but how about we go to the command center for now?” suggested Jove. 

	He assumed that was where their mother would be. He was actually surprised she hadn’t come to greet them right at the door, given that Andromeda had already mentioned cameras giving a view of the base’s exterior that could have alerted her to their arrival. 

	He started stripping off his snow gear, feeling himself already overheating in the base’s warmth. Aster came over to him, also removing her outer layers. Jove thought she might say something about their intense snowmobile ride as her eyes settled on him, but instead she frowned and gingerly touched the cut on his forehead with her thumb. 

	“That’s going to need a bandage, if not stitches,” she said, with a sigh. “Getting yourself into trouble is starting to become a habit for you, darling.” 

	He felt a surprising flash of anger as he thought back to his legal trouble, along with Eve’s betrayal years earlier. “Don’t start.” 

	“Easy,” said Aster. “I just meant—” 

	“I know what you meant.” He sighed and forced himself to smile. “It’s okay. Come on, let’s keep going.” 

	“To get to the command center, simply continue straight down the hallway past the first and second junctions,” said Andromeda. “The door you arrive at will open for you assuming Director Faremont allows it.” 

	“She does lock people out when she’s in one of her moods, but I’m sure she’ll want to see the three of you,” said Ryan, sounding slightly less sure than his words would have implied. 

	 


Chapter 6 

	 

	Jove shared a glance with Aster and Eve, seeing reflections of his own complicated emotions toward his mother in their expressions. He hadn’t seen his mother in person since shortly after his father, Turner, had died in a car crash two years earlier. 

	They hadn’t argued or experienced a dramatic falling out, but a rift had formed, regardless. Jove did feel somewhat bitter over his impression of his mother diving so deep into her work, seeming to run away from the world in both a figurative and literal sense. It was a bitterness that he was ready to thaw out, however, hopefully with more ease and speed than the ice surrounding them. 

	The passageway outside the command center was narrow enough to necessitate them to walk in single file. Jove was first at the door when they arrived where Andromeda had directed them. It slid sideways, revealing itself to be thinner and lighter than it looked. 

	The first thing Jove noticed wasn't his mother, but the sheer scale of the command center. Walls were lined with screens, some flashing with live feeds of Termina's exterior – a snowscape whipped by swirling winds. Other screens displayed vibrant images of the hydroponics lab, lush with vegetation. A few displayed more distant locations, stark points of interest nestled into the desolate Antarctic landscape. 

	He let his eyes fall upon his mother. Even absorbed in her work, a radiant aura surrounded her. Her beauty was striking — vibrant red hair cascading down to just past her shoulders, a shock of color against the sterile backdrop of the formless and practical lab coat. 

	She was spice to his Aunt Aster’s vanilla, both sisters beautiful and curvaceous but in different ways. Her eyes were narrowed at the screen in concentration, and a faint dusting of freckles was visible on her cheeks. 

	She was hard at work. Slender fingers danced across a keyboard and touchpad in front of her, busy with whatever happened to be the problem of the day. There was an intensity to her focus, the same single-mindedness that Jove had seen growing within her in the time after his father’s death. 

	For an instant, he wasn’t sure whether he was looking at his mother or a brilliant scientist in her element, a conductor orchestrating a symphony of technology within an icy fortress of solitude. The obvious answer — that she was both at the same time — seemed too simple, too easy, too unsatisfying to be the truth. He felt the full depth of how much he missed her and yet simultaneously wondered if he truly recognized her. 

	“We’re not interrupting, are we?” he said. 

	“Oh!” Kira jumped in her chair, bracing herself against her desk. “Jove! Sorry, I wasn’t expecting you until later this afternoon.” 

	“It is, in fact, later this afternoon,” said Andi, over the speaker. “I would have informed you of that, along with your family’s arrival, had you not insisted on muting my audio channel.” 

	“I needed to get work done and you were distracting me,” said Kira, a touch defensively. 

	“Mother.” Eve stepped forward from behind Jove, voice surprisingly vulnerable. “It’s been a while.” 

	“Eve…” Kira pulled her daughter into a tight hug. “Oh, my sweet Eve.” 

	Jove was touched by the reunion, touched in the wrong way. He felt petty, and moreover, annoyed that he couldn’t turn that sense of pettiness off. The catty sister who’d betrayed him and the distant mother who’d ignored him, having their grand reunion. 

	“I’m also here, sister,” said Aster, with a bit of edge that mirrored Jove’s own frustration. 

	“Aster.” Kira’s smile waned slightly as she parted from Eve. “I’m surprised you had the time to come all the way out here.” 

	“I made the time,” said Aster. “I suppose it remains to be seen whether that was a good idea.” 

	“I would assume that depends on your attitude,” said Kira. 

	Aster let out a tiny, foreboding scoff. 

	“How about we pretend to get along for, say, five minutes before we descend into the usual bickering and mind fucking?” said Eve. 

	“Eve, please don’t say things like that,” said Kira. “Jove, come here. I need to hug you, too.” 

	He did come forward, and he did hug her. It felt like an afterthought on her part, and he hated the kernel of hope it stirred within him. He’d never stopped feeling like he was a disappointment to his mother in comparison to Eve. 

	Eve, the elite cross-country skier. Eve, with the perfect grades. Eve, always bringing home her tall and charming and respectful boyfriends to serve as physical manifestations of the gap between Jove and what he should have been. 

	He’d taken after his father, moody and quirky and apparently incomprehensible to the world at large. He still wondered how his father, Turner — short for Saturn by the way, long line of creative names in the family — had bagged his mother to begin with. 

	“What happened to your forehead?” Kira began prodding at the cut he’d taken with he thumb. Jove winced and pulled back, snapping out of self-pity. 

	“It was in the alert I sent you earlier, which you would have received if I’d not been muted,” said Andi over the speakers, seeming amused rather than annoyed. 

	“Um, sorry, Director Faremont,” said Ryan. “I forgot to warn him about the crevasses. He crashed one of the snowmobiles.” 

	Kira’s expression hardened back into the serious woman who Jove remembered. “It’s still out there, then?” 

	“One of the skis was broken,” said Ryan. “I can head out to set up a tow. It’ll take a bit but it’s no big deal.” 

	“I’ll help him out,” said Jove. Ryan had been quick to take responsibility, but in his heart, Jove knew the crash had been his own fault. 

	“You need medical attention,” said Kira. “Ryan, get it done.” 

	“On it.” 

	Ryan left the command center like a soldier following an order. An odd silence hung in the air in the wake of his absence, revealing the rawness of a family dynamic that hadn’t seen the light of day in years. 

	“At least tell me that there’s palatable food here?” said Aster. “I skipped breakfast this morning for my salon appointment. Well, what passes for a salon back in Port Sirius.” 

	“Yes, there is food here,” said Kira, voice flat. “Obviously.” 

	“A fair portion of it is freshly grown!” said Andi. “The water recycling vertical hydroponics setup serves as both an experiment in extreme weather crop production and a fantastic source of fruits and vegetables.” 

	“Jove,” said Kira. “You need to get that cut cleaned and bandaged. Come.” 

	“Yeah,” he muttered. “Thanks for the concern, Mom.” 

	She raised an eyebrow at him as she started leading him through the research center. The infirmary was in one of the smaller modules, about the size and dimensions of a shipping container, but equipped with tech that Jove had only seen in videos of expensive hospitals. 

	“It’s not actively bleeding, which is good,” said Kira. “I don’t think it’ll need stitches.” 

	“It would have if the wound had been a little deeper or slightly further toward his eye,” said Andi. “You’re so lucky, Jove! But it still must have hurt a great deal to suffer such an injury.” 

	“It wasn’t too bad,” he said. “I iced it immediately after I suffered it.” 

	Andi laughed, and it sounded somehow both forced and enthusiastic, which made Jove laugh. 

	“Hold still.” His mother’s fingers dug into his shoulder slightly. “So. How have you been doing?” 

	She took a disinfectant wipe and began dabbing at his cut and the skin around it. It stung quite a bit, and it made it hard to focus. 

	“Fine,” he said. “I’ve been fine.” 

	“Are you still working at the Drone-Drop warehouse?” 

	“Yeah,” he said. “Still gainfully employed.” 

	More of an exaggeration than an outright lie. He hadn’t been fired, exactly, but all of the warehouse employees had been reduced to just two or three hours a week. 

	Each of them would show up and scan over the warehouse to make sure the bots were picking items and loading the delivery drones properly and then leave. He had been less than shocked that a company with Drone in its name had been quick to leverage the power automation. 

	“Are you still living in that apartment over the flower shop?” she asked. 

	He tried to summon his resolve. There would never be a better time than right then to ask about having her help him out with rent. He felt so ashamed to need the help to begin with, twice over for it being his real motivation in agreeing to come out on this stupid Antarctic vacation to begin with. 

	The honest truth was that Jove had written off his relationship with his mother in the same way he had his relationship with his sister. They’d just never really clicked, never been close in a way that felt like what family was supposed to be. 

	Hell, he almost felt like he knew Aster better than he knew his mother, having at least been given the occasional update on what she was doing through news articles and speculation videos while she was in the limelight. 

	“Yeah,” he said. “Same apartment.” 

	“That’s nice.” His mother put a band-aid over the cut and began smoothing it out with her fingers, and Jove felt an odd tickle run down his spine. “I always liked how that apartment smelled.” 

	 


Chapter 7 

	 

	Kira immediately went back to the command center after administering Jove’s minor medical treatment, offering a passing suggestion that he settle in to the base. 

	“It looks as though it will snow tonight and through the morning,” she’d said. “You might have to stay two nights instead of one if the weather hasn’t calmed down by tomorrow afternoon.” 

	The prospect didn’t appeal to him much, but at least it would give him more time to pick out an opportunity to ask her for money. He felt grimy and diminished as he considered it, like a failure, but still with plenty of distance left to fall. 

	The dormitory corridor felt like a stark contrast to the high-tech gleam of the command center. Instead of sleek metal and blinking monitors, the walls were a muted gray, the lighting softer and warmer. A series of doors, each marked with a simple number, lined the passageway. 

	“Dormitories 3, 7, and 8 are still available,” chimed Andi’s voice, ever-present. “I’ve verified that they appear to be clean, though I don’t have the capacity to clean or check closely myself.” 

	Jove set his hand on the door of dormitory 3, gently sliding the door open. The room on the other side was about half the size of the other standard modules, with enough for a twin bed, a rather small desk, and a touch screen on one wall. 

	“How many researchers usually live here?” he asked. 

	“Between five and seven, though the facility’s max capacity is nine or slightly higher, accounting for cohabitation,” said Andi. “Director Faremont has a separate chamber attached to her private research lab. I hope you find your accommodations acceptable.” 

	“It’s fine,” he said. “Not much different from my apartment back home. Are there other researchers here right now?” 

	“I monitor most of the experiments currently running, so the researchers in question aren’t needed here in person,” said Andi. “It’s just been Director Faremont and Ryan for the past two months.” 

	“Just the two of them? Is that normal?” 

	“They find it acceptable,” said Andi. 

	Something about her answer made his eye twitch. Jove set his bag in the corner of the room and sat down on the bed. He’d brought his phone with him, but unsurprisingly, there was no cell service. Termina did have a Wi-Fi connection, however. 

	“Andi, what’s the Wi-Fi password?” he asked. 

	“Ah. Unfortunately due to previous misuse of the station’s Wi-Fi, all requests for internet access need to go through Director Faremont.” 

	He sighed, put his phone to sleep, and tucked it into his pocket. Having to ask his mother was just enough of an annoyance for him to put it off until true boredom kicked in. He could coast by on the sheer novelty and surrealness of the place until then. 

	“What are the ambient noises I can hear right now?” he asked Andi. 

	He’d been wondering about them since he’d first arrived. It reminded him of videos he’d seen of astronauts on the space station, the constant hum of complicated machinery. 

	“I believe what you’re referring to is the climate control system,” said Andi, after a pause. “It handles the temperature and humidity control of the base. I’m sure you understand why the interior needs to be heated, but humidity within a nearly airtight environment is a factor which also needs to be mitigated.” 

	“Interesting. What’s going on outside right now?” 

	The touchscreen on the wall blinked to life, revealing what seemed to be a window directly outside the facility. 

	“Cool trick,” he said. 

	“Thank you! Windows are far too difficult to insulate in an environment like the Antarctic. The sun also rises and sets in a manner which can be disconcerting to normal sleep schedules. Viewscreens connected to exterior cameras were the compromise the director settled on during the base’s conception.” 

	“My mother was involved with planning this research facility?” asked Jove. 

	“She was. I believe your father was, as well.” 

	Jove sat up, memories of his father smarting like the sting of fresh paper cuts. He’d had a complicated relationship with his father. All of his family had. In some ways, Jove was a lot like his father, though Turner’s talent for coasting through life had far outstripped his own. 

	It was hard to imagine what his father would have contributed to the planning of what amounted to his mother’s pet project. He supposed Turner might have had a hand in securing some of the funding. Termina was a mostly privately funded research venture, though he was pretty sure that at least some of the papers resulting from the experiments had been openly published. 

	“Settling in well enough, darling?” Aster’s voice came from the partially open crack of his door. 

	Jove smiled and beckoned her in. “I suppose I am. This place is interesting, but claustrophobic. Glad we’re only staying one night. I think I’d start to go stir crazy if we were here any longer.” 

	“Right there with you.” 

	She came into his dorm, and the presence of a second person suddenly emphasized how small and utilitarian it really was. Jove was once more struck by his aunt’s beauty, but he did his best to look at her with normal eyes. He could almost picture her as her TV counterpart, Rose, standing there within the research center, off on some dramatic quest which would reach its conclusion across the span of a single episode. 

	“What?” asked Aster. 

	“Nothing,” he said. “Hey, do you know what this place’s Wi-Fi password is?” 

	“You’d have to ask your mother. Do you have any facial moisturizer?” 

	“Ooh, sorry, but you would also have to ask my mother, unless Andi knows where to find some.” 

	“Unfortunately, facial moisturizer is not among the regular supplies Termina is generally restocked with,” said Andi. “I apologize for this inconvenience and will make certain to remedy it with the next supply run!” 

	Aster let out a dramatic sigh and plopped herself down next to Jove on his bed. 

	“Want to go make our requests of Termina’s esteemed director together?” she asked. 

	“You want backup or something?” 

	“You and Eve aren’t the only ones with something of a volatile sibling relationship,” said Aster. “It’s been years since Kira and I have really gotten along. You’d think time apart would help the old friction buff out, but it’s just as rough as ever.” 

	“What happened between the two of you?” he asked. 

	Aster hesitated, looking like she might give him a long answer, but ultimately waved a dismissive hand. “It’s complicated. I suppose you could say we both grew up, but our way of treating each other never did.” 

	“No time like the present,” said Jove. 

	“Any time but the present. God, I can’t wait to get back to LA. You should come visit me out there sometime!” 

	“Yeah, sure.” 

	He smiled and nodded, but knew it would never happen unless she shoved the plane ticket into his hand, as had been the case with this trip. He was so tired of being broke. 

	 


Chapter 8 

	 

	Termina felt conspicuously empty as Jove walked with Aster, heading for his mother’s office. It was somewhat large in comparison to what he’d been expecting, clearly designed for more people than the number currently in residence, though not many more. 

	“Director Faremont’s office is the next door on your left,” said Andi. 

	“Thanks,” said Jove. 

	The AI’s cheery helpfulness was one of the main things that kept the station from being quite as unnerving as it might otherwise had been. He imagined what it would be like to weather a blizzard at Termina alone or with only one other person, knowing that equipment failure or a major power outage might mean only having a few hours of warmth before the cold seeped in. 

	His experience on the ice had already made it abundantly clear to him that Antarctica was ruthless and unforgiving. The line of thinking made him feel cold, despite the base’s current warmth. Moreover, it made him wonder about how distant and removed his mother had seemed from the family over the past few years. 

	How much of that was a reaction to this environment? 

	They found her at her desk in her office, which was the size of a full module, double the square footage of each of the dormitories. She smiled as they came in and looked up from the computer she was working at. 

	“Jove. Aster,” she said. “What is it?” 

	“We’re not interrupting, are we?” asked Jove. 

	“Not really. Just going over some notes and watching Ryan’s progress on his way out to the crashed snow machine.” 

	“Right,” said Jove. “I heard from Andromeda that it’s just been the two of you out here for the past little while.” 

	He felt strange pointing it out to her, stranger still as he realized that it held an implied question which he hadn’t meant it to. 

	“Andi, as well,” said his mother. “She’s always here.” 

	“I am,” said Andromeda. “Perhaps I should have emphasized that during our earlier conversation, Jovian. You should add one to each of my estimates for the number of people on this station if you feel as though it’s fair to qualify me in that regard.” 

	“I’m still not sure whether I find her fascinating or disconcerting,” muttered Aster. 

	“I would expect you to lean toward the latter,” said Kira. 

	“I’m sure you would,” said Aster, with a touch of annoyance. “Anyway, I need moisturizer. My face feels like sandpaper.” 

	“I’m not sure if there’s any here on the station right now, unless Eve brought some,” said Kira. 

	“Right.” Aster let out a biting chuckle. “I should have guessed that you wouldn’t have something like that.” 

	“I’m the director of a research facility, not an actress, so no, it’s not something I really care about.” 

	“Good to see nothing’s changed,” said Aster. 

	“Is that my fault or yours?” snapped Kira. 

	“You know, I do blame you, personally. At least I make an effort.” 

	“And I don’t? Do you think it’s easy for me to take time off work and host the three of you out here?” 

	“I have no idea,” shouted Aster. “You never talk to us about your work, Kira. For all I know, it could have involved changing the bedsheets and calling it a day. You… did at least change the bedsheets for us, right?” 

	Kira was openly glaring across the room. Aster had her arms crossed, chin jutting out with a level of defiance that mirrored the rebellious character she played on TV. 

	“Uh, so, about that Wi-Fi password?” said Jove. He gently set a hand on his aunt’s shoulders and aimed her for the door. 

	“Dangerous pangolin fifty-five,” said his mother, with a sigh. “The connection is somewhat slow and limited compared to what you’re used to. Andromeda monitors all activity and will prompt you if you stream or download too much.” 

	“I should say I generally only monitor the usage!” said Andi, in a cheery voice. “You’re still free to look at whatever you normally would without judgment!” 

	“Good to know.” Jove nodded, but didn’t buy it. Any previous intention he might have had of looking at porn later that night was completely obliterated. 

	A knock came at the door, and Eve shouldered her way into the already mostly full room. 

	“I want to go skiing,” said Eve. “The door to the facility won’t open for me.” 

	“You need a keycard to open it,” said Kira. 

	“Can I borrow the card?” Eve flashed a sweet smile that made Jove want to throw up. “I’ll only go out for a little while, I swear. Be back by sunset.” 

	“The sun doesn’t set until ten at night during this time of year,” said Kira, with a knowing smile. “Not that it matters much when the weather picks up. It’s harder to see during whiteout than it would be in the pitch black.” 

	“Mother, please. This is why I organized this trip to begin with! It’s even started snowing outside. Let me ski that virgin powder.” 

	“Wait,” said Jove. “You organized this trip?” 

	Eve and Kira shared a moment of eye contact that stung as much as the knowledge that his mother hadn’t turned over a new leaf, at least not of her own volition. 

	“It was Eve’s idea,” said Kira. “But I thought it was a good idea. I… know I’ve been absent these past few years.” 

	Aster let out a mocking laugh. 

	“Don’t be a bitch, Aunt Aster!” snapped Eve. 

	“I’m being realistic, darling,” said Aster. “It’s already abundantly clear that I misinterpreted what this whole shebang was supposed to be about.” 

	“I hate to interrupt,” said Andromeda, sounding jarringly peppy. “I was going to begin dinner preparations, Director Faremont, and I know you mentioned you wanted me to check with you before cooking from the usual menu.” 

	“Yes, sorry, I’m juggling ten things at once,” muttered Kira. “I’ll be there in a second. I just need to check in with Ryan.” 

	“Ah, right,” said Jove. “Will Ryan be coming to family dinner tonight?” 

	“Enough!” snapped Kira. “I’m happy to see all of you, even if it might not seem like it. But we can’t do this now. Please, just give me some space for a minute.” 

	“Apparently two years and seven thousand miles wasn’t enough,” Aster muttered to Jove. 

	“Would you shut the fuck up?” shouted Eve. 

	Jove maneuvered his way out of his mother’s office, incapable of enduring even a second more of the painfully familiar dynamic. 

	 


Chapter 9 

	 

	Jove wandered the outpost for a while, though there was only one direction that took him away from both the dormitories and his mother’s office. The sauna also apparently included a hot tub, which was currently empty. He guessed that water, while abundant enough in the form of snow and ice, probably had a high energy cost to melt and use or possibly recycle. 

	He went to the gym, instead, which was across from the sauna. He wasn’t sure if Andromeda had mentioned it when she’d listed off the rest of Termina’s features, which surprised him. It was reasonably well equipped, with a weight bench, a treadmill, a padded area for stretching or yoga, and plenty of wall screens to keep exercisers entertained as they broke a sweat. 

	He eventually meandered toward the cafeteria, lacking direction and motivation to do much else. It held a long table that could easily have been plucked from a high school somewhere, replete with attached benches and faux wood finish. The kitchen was in the back of the cafeteria, and he wandered into it to discover the most surreal chef he’d ever seen. 

	A mechanical set of arms and shoulders attached to a long pole standing atop a circular movement platform slid between cooking stations, moving with precision, if a little less speed and dexterity than a human. The robot was currently chopping carrots and potatoes with rhythmic cadence, the knife in its hand catching the gleam of the overhead lights during each pause. 

	“I usually start preparing dinner slightly later in the evening, but Director Faremont instructed me to make something special tonight.” 

	Andromeda’s voice caught him off guard and he flinched with surprise. 

	“Uh, is it a stew of some kind?” he asked. 

	“Close. Steak with roasted potatoes and carrots. The vegetables were grown here, in the station’s proof of concept hydroponics laboratory.” 

	“Nice,” he said. “I’ll be able to judge Antarctic cuisine for itself.” 

	Andromeda didn’t say anything. He was curious about the AI, as much in the role she played there in the base as what she could tell him about his mother’s time there. 

	AI was a common facet of life — he technically had several he could call up at any time on his phone. Most AI was heavily specialized and regulated, useful but only in narrow contexts. It was a reaction to several high-profile incidents in the late 2020s that’d soured the discourse. House AI like Andromeda were general purpose but usually only good at turning on lights and TVs and monitoring security cameras. 

	“I like your family,” said Andromeda. 

	“I’m not sure I do,” said Jove. “That was a joke. Mostly.” 

	“I got it. Mostly.” 

	The robot had finished cutting the carrots and potatoes and arrayed them across baking sheets. It began working a saltshaker and a pepper grinder with delicate movements, hopefully seasoning the veggies to perfection. 

	“What do you do when you have to taste the food?” asked Jove. 

	“I usually ask Director Faremont or Ryan to taste it and give me their opinion,” said Andromeda. “I’m not a bad cook. I can assure you of that. I enjoy it. There is an aspect to cooking that is entwined with the human experience in a fascinating way.” 

	“Yeah, I’d agree with that,” said Jove. “Cooking is culture, in most places. It’s also one of the few times when, traditionally, people would come together. Sharing a meal around the table.” 

	He frowned, again feeling frustrated and exhausted by his family’s dynamic. 

	“I don’t feel emotions in the same way humans do, but if I did, I don’t think I’d feel lonely,” said Andromeda. 

	“Um, that’s good to know.” 

	“I’m present for every meal here in Termina, despite never eating.” 

	Jove nodded, a bit unsure of what to say. “Anything I can do to help?” 

	“If you would like to set the table, I’d find that quite helpful! Please don’t take offense if I adjust the placements of the utensils afterward. It’s part of my official routine drafted by Director Faremont.” 

	“Sure, I can do that.” 

	He spent the next few minutes setting the table. The cafeteria held another large wall screen that he turned on. It’d begun snowing and the view across the Antarctic landscape was eerily calming, full of a sense of indifference and permanence. 

	He was so far away from his life, his friends, his future. He tried to fit his mother’s choices and perspective in against that sense of distance. She’d been here for two years, seeing this view and knowing that her family was a world away. 

	He knew she took her work seriously. She’d always been passionate about science, career driven and curious by nature. Her choices made a certain amount of sense. It wasn’t as though she’d run off to Antarctica when he and Eve had still been living at home. 

	It hadn’t been until after his father died, and thinking about it now, they hadn’t really grieved his father’s death as a family. Maybe Antarctica was her way of processing that loss, secluding herself in a place completely within her control, emotional walls as much as ice and snow. 

	Of course, the obvious hole in that theory was that the project had been in the works for years before she’d actually arrived in Termina. Perhaps she’d originally planned to be more of a part timer. Perhaps he was just thinking too much, trying to make sense of a woman who he’d never be able to truly understand, at least not viewing her from a son’s perspective. 

	“Good job!” said Andromeda as the arm-bot came over to inspect his placement work. “Let me just shift this to here… and that over there… fork on the left.” 

	The rest of the family arrived slowly. Eve was first, which made the wait a test of endurance. They looked at each other but didn’t say anything, lounging uncomfortably in another awkward silence. 

	“Well, the food smells good, at least,” said Aster, as she made her entrance. “Wow. It’s really starting to come down out there.” 

	She gestured to the view screen, which showed the snow falling in fat flakes at a decent rate. 

	“The snowmobiles won’t mind,” said Kira, coming in behind her. “Don’t worry, Aster. Barring an unexpected blizzard, you’ll be able to get back to Port Sirius within a few days, if not tomorrow.” 

	Aster gave her sister a thin smile but didn’t escalate their earlier tension. 

	“Is Ryan still out there towing in the snowmobile I flipped?” asked Jove. 

	“He’ll be back in an hour or two,” said Kira. “I’m sure he won’t mind us sitting down to eat without him. It’s the first family meal we’ve had in… a while.” 

	Since before his father had died, thought Jove. He took a seat next to Aster, with his mother and older sister sitting directly across from them. Andromeda’s arm-bot began bringing out the food, a platter of nicely cooked steaks, roasted carrots and potatoes, and a kale salad. 

	“I forgot to ask about any dietary changes,” said Kira, with a wince. “You haven’t gone vegan again, have you, Eve?” 

	“I have not, Mother,” said Eve. “It was too challenging to get enough protein that I found palatable back when I was training for Nordenskioldsloppet.” 

	“Which one was that, again, darling?” asked Aster. 

	“Sweden, north of the Arctic Circle.” Eve smiled dreamily as she pulled a steak onto her plate. “It’s the longest ski race in the world right now, though there’s talk of a new route being developed. I finished seventh.” 

	“Congratulations!” said Aster. “How did I not hear about this?” 

	“Seventh is bad for me,” said Eve. “Well, was bad. Before my knee injury.” 

	“Oh.” Aster began serving herself, looking unsure of what to say. 

	“You should still be proud of that, Eve,” said Kira. “I’m proud of you.” 

	“I know,” said Eve. “Thanks.” 

	Mother and daughter shared a moment, smiling and even reaching over to touch each other’s hands. Jove felt an inexplicable and unwanted rise of anger as he thought about his own life, how little he’d done that was even worthy of comparison. The fact that Eve was so dismissive of her own achievements was like salt on an open wound, somehow. 

	“How are your friends doing, Jove?” asked Aster. “Remember how I used to babysit for all of you? God, that feels like a lifetime ago.” 

	She laughed and he felt her leg playfully bump his under the table. It was a good memory, but not a good question. 

	“Bad, for the most part,” said Jove, trying to keep the bitterness out of his voice. “Kev moved to Idaho looking for work, or possibly Iowa, I don’t remember. Andre is still in jail.” 

	They’d both been there on that day, exploring the vacation home and, yes, stealing a few things from within it, unused possessions from a multimillionaire who only visited once every other year. The sound of police sirens echoed through his head again. 

	“It was years ago,” said Eve, defensively. “The charges weren’t that severe. If Andre is still in jail, that’s because of other factors.” 

	“Well, see, he’s black, and he couldn’t afford a lawyer beyond an overworked public defender,” said Jove, through gritted teeth. “The legal system fucked him twice over.” 

	“He should still be out by now,” said Eve. 

	“He got in a fight or something with another prisoner,” said Jove. “It doesn’t matter. He never would have gone to prison to begin with if you hadn’t—” 

	“Oh, please,” said Eve, talking over him. “You and your friends broke the law, Jove! You can’t blame me for your own decisions. And, by the way, your friend Andre grabbed my ass once when he was hanging out at our place while you were picking up takeout.” 

	The revelation took a bit of the wind out of his sail, but did nothing for his anger. “Well then! I guess it all evens out, doesn’t it, Eve?” 

	“We both know your grudge is barely even about your criminal record, or your friends,” said Eve. “You’re just pissed that I had the drive to go after something in life and you never did. It’s easier to tie all your failings in life into a neat little bundle if you blame me for everything.” 

	“Fuck you,” said Jove. 

	Eve flipped him off. Jove balled his hands into fists, so mad that he was ready to leave the table. 

	“Enough!” snapped Kira. “I did not raise the two of you to hold knives to each other’s throats at the dinner table. This was supposed to be… I wanted this to be… A new start for us.” 

	“You can’t play that card after admitting it was Eve’s idea,” muttered Jove. 

	“Darling,” said Aster, touching his shoulder. “I do see your side of things, but that’s a bit of an empty point, now that we’re here.” 

	Jove noticed the way his mother’s eyes narrowed at Aster, seemingly irritated even by her efforts at making peace. 

	“Whatever,” he said. 

	Nobody said anything for a few seconds. 

	“I made blueberry cobbler for dessert,” said Andromeda. 

	“Fresh or frozen?” asked Kira. 

	“One of the frozen ones. Is that a problem?” 

	“No, just keeping track of the fresh blueberries,” muttered Kira. 

	Nobody said anything else for the duration of the meal. Jove was disappointed as much with himself as he was his sister or mother. He wanted to have the perfect family dinner with civility and laughter and love, even. But wanting something and getting it were rarely one and the same. 

	 


Chapter 10 

	 

	The rest of family dinner was a quiet and tense but ultimately endurable affair. Kira suggested that Aster and Eve try out the sauna afterward before disappearing into her work again. Jove retired to his dormitory, laying in bed and watching a movie on his phone while the wall screen played one of the preset video backgrounds of a crackling fire. 

	“It’s nice in here.” Aster appeared in his open doorway, dressed in a white cotton robe with her blonde hair still wet and scraggly. “Are you watching a movie?” 

	“Yeah. The Prestige.” 

	“It’s been years since I’ve seen that,” said Aster. “Can you put it up on the wall screen or is the fireplace too irresistibly cozy for you to switch off?” 

	“Yeah, sure.” 

	He smiled and made room for her on the bed, not that it was all that big of a bed. Hugh Jackman and Christian Bale faced off against one another as the current scene devolved into a heated argument. 

	Aster took the spot next to him, sitting lengthwise on the bed with her back against the pillows along the headboard. Jove’s arm had been laying across the headboard and was now technically around her shoulders, which felt strange. Not bad, but not quite right, either. 

	Aster took his hand by the wrist and pulled it down to properly curl around her. “It’s been far too long since I’ve cuddled with my nephew. At least a decade, I think.” 

	“Don’t you mean your boyfriend?” he said, with a teasing smile. 

	“Ah, yes! Ryan could be back at any minute.” 

	“He’s probably already figured it out,” said Jove. “I’m actually a little surprised by how… close he and my mother seem to be.” 

	“Well…” Aster cuddled in a little closer against him. “Better safe than sorry, just in case he hasn’t. He’ll never leave me alone if he becomes sure that I’m single. Darling, can you even imagine being stuck in the middle of nowhere in Antarctica with only your boss for company?” 

	“I’d rather not,” he muttered. 

	“The boss, and the AI, I suppose.” Aster suddenly leaned in closer and lowered her voice. “It’s a little eerie thinking about how Andromeda is always there, listening in.” 

	“I bet there are still some limits,” said Jove. “A closed door is still a closed door.” 

	“You think?” 

	He shrugged, feeling an odd thrill at how close she was to him. “Could always test it.” 

	“You have something in mind?” Aster flashed a wicked smile. “She’s like the devil. Call her name and she’ll come right away.” 

	“That’s a wicked comparison,” he said, staring at her. 

	“If the shoe fits…” 

	Laughter came from the movie as Hugh Jackman and Scarlet Johansson shared a touching moment followed by an intense kiss. Jove slowly pulled his attention back to the screen, but struggled to focus on his movie. He was a little annoyed at how different his aunt seemed to him after her career had reframed her into what amounted to a modern sex symbol. 

	She was still the same woman, still his mother’s sister, no more or less sexy than she had been during his childhood and teenage years. A joke Andre had made once about the kind of acting she’d be best suited for came to mind, and then he was feeling annoyed for different reasons, remembering Eve’s earlier comment about the groping. 

	The door to his room slid open. His mother stood on the other side, brow furrowed as she took in the sight of Jove with his arm around his aunt. 

	“I didn’t realize you were in here, Aster,” said Kira. 

	“Is that a problem?” asked Aster. “Andromeda told me that I shouldn’t stream movies without checking with you first, in case you needed the bandwidth. So I opted to watch one my nephew downloaded, instead.” 

	“It’s not a problem,” said Kira, in a voice that somewhat contradicted the statement. “The point of having you all here was for us to do some family bonding. It’s fine. I just wanted to say goodnight to my son.” 

	Aster stood up, made a show of stretching, and then forced Kira to step sideways as she left the room. “Night Jove.” 

	“Goodnight, Aunt Aster.” 

	Kira stepped back into the small room and slowly slid the door closed behind her. She gave Jove a smile, though there was something sad about it, and crossed her arms. 

	“I’m glad you could come, Jovian,” she said. 

	“I’m glad you invited us down here, Mom.” 

	He really was, even if it hadn’t been her idea. He’d forgotten how much he missed his mom’s quiet confidence and thoughtful concern. He wanted to know her better, to be closer to her, for there to be more trust in their relationship, but wasn’t sure how to get there. 

	Kira raised a finger, seeming to choose her words carefully. “I thought there might be something you needed to ask me. It might be better if we get to it tonight, so we can have tomorrow and the day after that to just relax. I plan on taking some time off to go to Port Sirius with the three of you and enjoying the hotel while you’re there.” 

	He only heard the first part of her words and they struck him like an accusation, though he didn’t let it show. She’d always been smart like that, good at picking up on vibes even if she was bad at putting the right ones out. She knew he’d come to beg her for money, and in her magnanimous motherly style, had offered him the perfect opportunity to grovel. 

	“I can’t think of anything.” He said the words, feeling his face go hot, too proud to do the smart thing and simply ask her for the cash he desperately needed. 

	“Are you sure, Jove?” asked his mother. “We haven’t really talked about how things are going with you. Work wise. Situation wise.” 

	“I’m fine, Mom,” he said, controlling his tone. “Really.” 

	“I know you and Eve are different people,” said Kira. “You’ve been on different tracks since day one. You both have your own struggles in life. It’s not as though I compare you to her or love you any less.” 

	Jove gritted his teeth. It was the second, unsaid part to that statement that felt like acid injected into his heart. 

	It’s not as though I compare you to her or love you any less… because of your failures. Because of your criminal record. Because Eve is like me, talented and driven and successful. 

	“Are you going to have a conversation like this with Eve, then?” he snapped. “Are you going to ask her if she needs to beg you for anything and tell her that you still love her even if she’s a fuckup?” 

	He expected to see hurt or at least shock in her expression. Instead, she narrowed her eyes. 

	“I’ll talk with Eve too, but I expect it will go differently than it has with you,” said Kira. “She listens to what I’m actually saying.” 

	“Goodnight, Mother,” he said, turning the movie back on. 

	“Goodnight Jovian.” 

	 

	 


Chapter 11 

	 

	Jove struggled to fall asleep right away. The ambient sounds of the facility were so different from the city noise of his apartment, a constant low mixture of hisses and hums that made the space feel unnatural. 

	He did eventually drift off into the first level of sleep, only to be broken out of it an indeterminate amount of time later by the opposite problem. The ambient noise had cut off completely. The silence was eerie, borderline deafening, and his own breathing sounded loud as he slowly sat up. 

	“Andromeda?” he whispered. 

	There was no response. Jove found his phone, which had been charging by the bed. It was at a hundred percent but no longer drawing power from the plug. His sleepy brain took a couple of seconds to connect the dots. 

	“Is anybody awake?” He climbed out of bed and palmed his hands across the door, searching for the handhold to slide it open in the dark. “Mom? Aunt Aster?” 

	He expected more darkness as he started to open the door to the hallway, but was instead greeted by a ghostly red glow, just enough to see by. Eve’s door was also sliding open, and he could hear footsteps from elsewhere within the facility. 

	His sister looked at him, her expression inscrutable in the shadowy red light. “No power?” 

	“No power,” he said. 

	A couple of silent seconds passed. 

	“Are you okay?” asked Eve. 

	“Fine. Why wouldn’t I be?” 

	“You slept with a nightlight until you were twelve,” said Eve. “You’ve never done all that great in the dark.” 

	Jove felt his face flush but couldn’t help but smile. He’d forgotten about that. 

	“And I am now twenty-five,” he said. “I’ve come a long way since then.” 

	“You have,” she said. “But I’m still your big sister even if you think I’m a bitch.” 

	More silence. In truth, he now found the complete lack of sound more unnerving than the lack of light. 

	“Why didn’t you tell me Andre grabbed your ass?” he asked. 

	“Because the two of you were best buds,” she said, dryly. “It was actually around that same time period when you were twelve or thirteen. You didn’t exactly have a ton of friends back then.” 

	“I still would have wanted to know.” 

	“It’s nice to want things.” 

	His anger flared more at her tone than her words. “You’re just incapable of apologizing for anything, aren’t you?” 

	“We aren’t talking about Andre grabbing my ass anymore, are we?” 

	“I still have to deal with the fallout of having a criminal record to this day,” he said. “Do you know how hard that makes it to do anything, Eve? Of course you don’t.” 

	“I didn’t make that bad decision for you, little brother!” Eve suddenly stepped into his face, jabbing a finger into his chest. “You think I haven’t had struggles of my own?” 

	“Oh, yes, go ahead. Tell me all about your poor little knee, and how close you were to going to the Olympics and getting a major sponsorship.” Jove pushed forward, encroaching on her personal space, almost bumping chest to chest. 

	“It makes you burn, doesn’t it?” said Eve, in a dark voice. “I make more teaching weekend workshops in the month of December at unimaginably nice ski resorts than you do in an entire year.” 

	“First time I’ve ever seen someone self-sustain on their own ego.” 

	“Still preferable to self-sustaining on self-pity.” 

	“You were right before. You are a bitch.” 

	“Go fuck yourself,” hissed Eve. “You’re probably used to doing that already, aren’t you?” 

	Jove’s blood was pounding against his ears, but he still heard another door sliding open and forced himself to breathe and take a step back. Aster groaned tiredly as she came over to the two of them. 

	“What the heck is going on?” She was still wearing her white cotton robe. It hung open at the fold, and even in the wane red light, Jove could see the valley of her full cleavage. “Why did the ambience get so creepy?” 

	“I think the power might have gone out, Aunt Aster,” said Eve. “If I had to guess, I’d say these are the backup lights.” 

	Aster yawned and arched her back in an all too interesting way. “Can we just go back to bed and worry about this tomorrow?” 

	“We should check with Mom first,” said Jove. “This could be serious. No power means no climate control. No heat, essentially. It could start getting real cold in here, real fast.” 

	They didn’t have to wait long. Kira’s footsteps echoed through the base as she approached. She had a flashlight with her and Jove had to put a hand up to keep from being blinded. 

	“Something has happened,” said Kira. “I need the three of you to get dressed. You’ll want to put your outer layers on, too.” 

	“What’s going on?” asked Eve. 

	“I’ll explain as much as I can in a few minutes,” said Kira. “For now, please. Just do what I say.” 

	Jove exchanged a look with Aster before nodding. They all went back to their rooms to change. He pulled on his winter clothing, shivering once as he zipped up his jacket, despite it not being all that cold yet. 

	Kira led the group into the command center with her flashlight. One of the computers and a couple of the wall screens still had power, giving off a white glow that, while still harsh, was far easier on the eyes than the dim red. 

	“There’s clearly an emergency power system, right?” said Jove. “How many of the base’s systems does it keep on?” 

	“Not many,” said Kira. “Most of them are devoted to keeping the biodiversity vault at temperature so the specimens don’t spoil. One of the main computers, some basic lighting, and Andromeda should still be on.” 

	“I tried calling out to Andromeda before and she didn’t respond,” said Jove. 

	His mother nodded in a slow, unnerving manner. “As I said. Something has happened. I don’t want to panic any of you, so I’m going to start with the problems which I think we have the best chance of addressing immediately.” 

	“Fair enough,” said Eve. 

	“Kira,” said Aster, in an irritated tone. “How about you tell us everything and let us react for ourselves?” 

	“Ryan still hasn’t arrived back to Termina,” said Kira, ignoring her sister. “In all likelihood, I think he continued on to Port Sirius when the weather picked up. The storm came from the southeast, so heading north might have kept him out of the whiteout. There is a chance, however, that he made it back to Termina in the time after the power went out, in which case the doors wouldn’t have opened for him.” 

	“The doors aren’t on the emergency power circuit?” said Jove. 

	“The exterior controls have to be heated in order to work in these temperatures, and those aren’t, which amounts to the same thing. They’ll still open from inside with enough persuasion. Our second objective will need to be restoring the power to the base, which will involve clearing snow off the solar panels and resetting the circuit.” 

	“So we can still get out. Awesome.” Eve pulled her dark hair out from the neckline of her jacket and started putting it into a ponytail with a hair tie. “How about I throw on my skis and take a look around for Ryan?” 

	“The conditions outside are still awful,” said Kira. “It’s not quite an outright blizzard, but you’ll barely be able to see more than ten feet in any direction. And… there’s still more that I need to explain.” 

	“We’re listening,” said Aster. 

	“Andromeda woke me up a few seconds before the power outage,” said Kira. “She sounded… unlike her usual self. I suspect her programming may have been off, or affected by intermittent power interruptions, or… something. Because what she said to me, quite frankly, stretches the limits of what’s believable.” 

	“Mom,” said Jove. “What did she say?” 

	Kira glanced at each of them for a moment and then spoke with her gaze turned back to the wall screen, which showed the near whiteout conditions outside. 

	“She told me that a largescale conflict, a war, has broken out,” she said, slowly. “She told me that several monitoring stations have detected evidence of radionuclides, radioactive isotopes, in the atmosphere on multiple continents. Tritium, strontium-90, americium-241…” 

	“What does that mean?” asked Aster. 

	“It means cities are being nuked.” Eve let out a dark chuckle. “I’m going to agree with your gut reaction to take the AI’s doomsday proclamation with a grain of salt. No fucking way.” 

	Jove felt an odd lump forming in his throat. “Can we verify this somehow?” 

	“As soon as we have the main power back on we can simply call Port Sirius, or basically anywhere with a phone or computer for confirmation.” Kira let out a long, tense breath. “I wish we could wait for the weather to improve before troubleshooting the power system, but it’s simply not an option. The backup systems have always been finicky and I wouldn’t trust them to last long enough, not to mention the danger Ryan might be in.” 

	“I’m used to the cold, Mother,” said Eve. “I can do it.” 

	“I’ll go, too,” said Jove. He bristled at the idea of letting Eve save the day by herself, as much out of pride as out of his grudging concern for his older sister. 

	“I need all three of you out there,” said Kira, looking at Aster, too. “I’ll handle what needs to be done on the computer. We can still use short range communication using our phones, assuming you’re all connected to the local network and stay within range. I have some Bluetooth headsets that you can use and we’ll just keep the call running.” 

	“Is that really necessary?” asked Aster. 

	Kira looked at her sister blankly. “If you knew Antarctica as well as I do, you wouldn’t ask that.”

	 


Chapter 12 

	 

	“Can you hear me through this thing?” asked Jove. 

	He was inside Termina’s entrance chamber, bundled up in his snow wear, with the addition of the Bluetooth headset and stretchy scarf that his mother had insisted would be necessary in the whipping, subzero wind. 

	“I can hear you, Jove,” said Kira. 

	“Same,” said Aster. “You have a nice radio voice, darling.” 

	“Thanks,” he said. “So how is this going to work?” 

	“Eve, I want you to do a lap around the station,” said Kira. “Look for Ryan or any sign of him, though it’s unlikely that the snowmobile tracks will be visible unless he arrived within the past hour.” 

	“Gladly.” Eve bent forward into a stretch, rubbing her knee while still in the posture. 

	“Jove,” said Kira. “You and Aster will first make your way to the shed. It’s going to be a challenge to get the door open. Be sure to clear the snow out of the way in front of it first.” 

	“Got it,” said Jove. 

	“There should be five or six snowmobiles inside if Ryan has made it back, but more likely there will be four. The ones that Eve and Aster arrived on along with my own, and a backup snowmobile which still needs some repair.” 

	“So there aren’t actually enough vehicles on hand currently for all of us to leave if we wanted to?” asked Aster. “Is that what I’m hearing?” 

	“There would be no reason for all of us to leave,” said Kira. “I certainly have no intention of abandoning my work. Within the shed, you’ll find snow rakes for clearing the solar panels. 

	“Aster, you should stay in the shed. There’s a circuit that runs to the block heaters used to warm the snowmobiles which needs to be reset whenever the power goes out due to the way the station was originally wired. I’ll walk you through how to do it while Jove clears off the solar panels.” 

	“That sounds doable, I suppose,” said Aster. 

	“Are all of you ready?” asked Kira. 

	The three of them confirmed that they were. 

	“If you get lost outside, don’t panic,” said Kira. “Just talk to me and I’ll help you get recentered.” 

	Jove stepped toward the door. It took some shouldering to get open completely, ice crunching as the emergency power finally took over and did the rest of the work. The wind was whipping with an eerie whistle, stirring up enough of a flurry to make it hard to see much even though it wasn’t actively snowing. 

	“See you guys in a few,” said Eve. She clicked into her skis and pushed off, seeming to pick up speed immediately despite the ground only having the slightest hint of a slope. 

	“I expected it to be darker outside,” said Aster, her voice seeming to echo through Jove hearing it both in person and through the headset. “Shall we, darling?” 

	Jove offered her the crook of his elbow. “Allow me to lead the way.” 

	It was interesting having his aunt on his arm, but it served a practical purpose. The swirling snow was enough of a veil to make it easy for either of them to get lost if they wandered off even just a few feet. 

	The two of them walked in tandem, Jove leading the way by half a step. He was fairly sure he remembered where the shed and solar panels had been, but he couldn’t see them at first, not until they’d walked so far out as to leave behind Termina’s main buildings in their tiny bubble of visibility. 

	“I can’t see anything,” said Aster. “The wind keeps whipping into my eyes.” 

	“The shed is right in front of us.” He set a hand on her hip, steadying her as she made to walk into a nearby snow drift. “It’s going to take some work to get the door open.” 

	A foot or so of snow had built up in the way of where the door would be opening into. Jove got down on all fours, digging it with his hands like a dog trying to get under a fence. Aster dropped down to help. 

	They cleared away enough of the snow that they could finally see the outline of the shed door. It refused to open when he tried it, the handle so frozen it wouldn’t even turn. Jove dug his feet into the snow and leaned sideways, trying to find some leverage. Nothing budged. 

	“This isn't going to work,” he grunted, frustration seeping into his voice. “It's like it's welded shut.” 

	“Relax, darling,” Aster's voice purred in his ear. “Now, let's think. Could we find something that might help nearby?” 

	Jove straightened and looked around. The swirling snow made everything a hazy blur. “I somehow doubt it.” 

	“What if we try putting some muscle into it?” Aster stepped forward, rubbing her hands together. “Combining our efforts, maybe?” 

	She tried to take hold of the door’s handle, but it wasn’t large enough for both of them to get a grip. Her idea was solid, however. 

	“Here,” he said. “Get in front of me.” 

	He shifted her into place, touching her waist to press her forward enough so that he could still reach around on either side. The movement was unexpectedly intimate, even with their bulky outer layers dulling the contact. 

	“You know, I appreciate it when a man knows how to take charge,” said Aster, voice edging into flirtation. 

	“You’re both on an open channel,” said Kira, flatly. 

	“I’m just teasing him,” said Aster. “Ready, Jove?” 

	She might have just been teasing, but the tension it had stirred up was certainly real enough. Jove pressed tight against her, grabbing her wrists while she grabbed the handle. Their bodies were pressed together as snugly as two teenagers dirty dancing. 

	“Ready. On three. One, two…” 

	They both pulled with all their strength, primed by the urgency of the situation. The door flung open with such immediacy that it almost seemed to mock them. Jove fell backward with a decent amount of momentum, his aunt still in between his arms as they hit the ground in a tangle of limbs. 

	“What was that?” asked Kira. “Are you both okay?” 

	Aster started laughing, rolling to briefly straddle Jove as she started to get up. “Just took a bit of a tumble, sis. Don’t worry. We’re no worse for wear. Right, Jovian?” 

	Aster's chuckling faded as she caught sight of Jove's eyes. Her expression softened, a hint of concern replacing the teasing glint in her eyes. 

	“Good to go,” he said. “The snow broke our fall.”

	It was true enough. Physically, he was fine, but mentally, he was far too aware of her. He offered her a hand as he stood to his feet, helping her up. The awkwardness between them was almost tangible in the frigid air. 

	“This is so exhilarating!” said Eve over the headset, her voice muffled by whipping wind. “I realize this is a serious situation, but I am having so much fucking fun right now.” 

	“So am I,” said Aster, playfully dusting snow off Jove’s shoulders. 

	“Focus on looking for Ryan, Eve,” came Kira's voice, a hint of dry amusement in her tone. “Aster, Jove, it sounds like the door is open. Look for the snow rakes and the circuit box. 

	Aster let her hand linger on Jove's shoulder as he dusted himself off, the touch charged despite the heavy layers between them. Jove met her gaze, a mixture of confusion and a spark of something he couldn't quite name swirling in her eyes. 

	“Well, that was certainly one way to get inside,” Aster said, breaking the silence with a forced lightness. Her gaze swept around the shed, deliberately avoiding his. “Let's follow your mother's orders and make ourselves useful.” 

	“Well, I suppose since we’re already here,” he said, with feigned exhaustion. 

	The snowmobiles, massive and gleaming under a thin layer of frost, were the most prominent feature within the shed. Jove moved toward one instinctively, gloved hand tracing a line across cold metal. 

	“Over there,” said Aster.

	She pointed toward the far wall, breaking him from his reverie. The snow rakes leaned in a neatly organized row, their telescoping handles promising a challenge for their gloved hands once they were outside again. 

	He nodded, turning back to locate the circuit box. As he scanned the walls, his eyes landed on a stack of tools, a hefty crowbar resting on top. 

	“I'm taking this with us,” he muttered, more to himself than Aster. “Might come in handy the next time we need to deal with a frozen door. 

	She walked over, a slight sway in her hips that caught his attention despite his determination to look anywhere but at her. “Always good to have the option.” 

	She slowly bent over to pick up one of the snow rakes, showing off her butt for a full second or two, still curvaceous and taut even through thick snow wear. A ghost of a smile played on her lips as she came back to standing. 

	Jove felt a disconcerting mix of danger and desire manifesting within him like static electricity at rest. He couldn't deny that there was something about his Aunt Aster’s tone and teasing that he found exciting — too exciting, maybe. 

	“Right. Well, the circuit box should be around here somewhere...” 

	He deliberately turned away, pretending to search the walls, the image of Aster as she’d straddled him still dancing through his mind. He wasn’t sure he’d ever forget the feeling of her thighs on either side of him, the way her perfect lips had formed that playful smirk. 

	“It should be on the far wall,” said Kira. “Eve? How are you doing?” 

	“Excellent,” said Eve, over the headset. “Haven’t found anything yet. I’m going to do one more lap slightly further out.” 

	“If you haven’t seen anything so far, I doubt Ryan is near Termina,” said Kira, with a surprising amount of distress in her voice. “This is a mess. Just get back to the station.” 

	“Relax, Mother, I will,” said Eve. “After one more lap.” 

	Jove expected his mom to immediately shut her down, but she stayed oddly quiet. Control had always been his mother’s default reaction to these sorts of situations, even back when his father had been alive. Turner hadn’t been a pushover, but his mother had always been the one calling the shots in tense moments. 

	“Jove and Aster,” said Kira. “How are things going?” 

	“We found the snow rakes and circuit box,” said Jove. 

	“Good. Aster, I’ll walk you through resetting the circuit once Jove has the solar panels clear.” 

	“You know I’m not incredibly techie, sis,” said Aster. 

	“It’s just a single switch to reset and it’s labelled,” said Kira. “Trust me. Even you can do it.” 

	Jove saw Aster’s mouth pinch sideways with annoyance. He gave her a thumbs up and a smile as he carried one of the snow rakes through the door. He’d forgotten just how windy it was outside and had to picture Termina’s exterior layout in his head to approximate the direction the solar panels were in. 

	Clearing them off was energy intensive, but easy. The snow rake pulled sections of powder off in neat little avalanches that landed against the ground with satisfyingly quiet womp noises. 

	There were four panels, each about the size of his apartment common area in square footage. The last one had a small section of ice in the corner that took him a few minutes to knock loose, but he managed it and felt a thrill of victory. 

	“Solar panel clear,” said Jove. 

	“Head back to the shed and you and Aster can walk to the station together,” said Kira. 

	“I’ll start off in that direction, too,” said Eve. “Don’t think I’m going to… oh fuck!” 

	There was a shout and some loud scraping noises. Jove’s hands tightened around the snow rake. 

	“Eve?” he said. “Eve!” 

	 


Chapter 13 

	 

	“Eve, if you can hear us, try to make as much noise as possible!” said Kira. “Whatever you do, don’t let yourself break into a sweat! If you already have from your skiing… try to dry off underneath your layers if you have any way to do so.” 

	The tension and worry Jove heard in his mother’s voice made him sick to his stomach. He was already moving, trying to get a sense of where Eve might have been when she fell, or crashed, or whatever had happened to her. 

	Large and cumbersome as it was, he brought the snow rake with him, along with the crowbar. Ryan’s belated warning about the danger of crevasses seemed as relevant to a skier as it did a snowmobiler. He felt genuinely nauseous as he thought about what the situation might be if she’d fallen into a deep one, how long she’d have, what her last moments in the cold might feel like. 

	“Eve!” he shouted. “Eve!” 

	The swirling wind and snow had such a dampening effect on sound that he could barely hear his own bellowing. He tried to listen — she’d be shouting, too. Was that the edge of her scream he was hearing or just the sharpness of the whipping wind? 

	He had the forethought to look down. The wind was resetting the topography of the snow at regular intervals, but it still took time. The dual tracks of a pair of skis would be distinctive enough to be visible in places lucky enough to have been spared the full brunt of Antarctic exposure. 

	There. A double dash looking like an equal sign. She’d skied by that exact spot, but in which direction? He tuned out the sounds of his mother and Aster worriedly discussing the situation and continuing to try to hail Eve, useless as it was. Would Eve have skied around the station clockwise or counterclockwise? Did it even matter if she’d done more than one lap? 

	“Eve!” He took several breaths of ruthlessly cold air and shouted his sister’s name with every ounce of his voice. “Eve!” 

	He heard something this time, a faint shout he might have missed if not for the sound of something clacking rhythmically in its wake. He stood where he was for a moment to orient himself to where he suspected it was coming from. It was impossible to be totally sure with the wind playing tricks on his ears, but it seemed to line up with the way the ski tracks were pointing. 

	He sprinted forward, bolstered by the way the noise grew louder as he did. Rushing was a mistake and he forced himself to slow down. It was one of the smartest things he could remember having done in recent history, as the crevasse which had apparently swallowed his sister seemed to appear in front of him without warning. 

	“Eve!” he said, coughing a little from the cold. “Mom! Aster! I found her. She’s… in a crevasse.” 

	His relief and excitement immediately shifted to horror as he dropped down to his knees to peer down at her. Eve was standing upright, skis carefully leaned against one wall of the narrow crevasse, arms wrapped around herself as she shivered uncontrollably. Sections of her hair were clumped and frozen with ice. She winced and looked away as a spray of snow fell into her face, knocked loose by Jove’s eagerness to get a better view. 

	“Jove,” she said, through chattering teeth. “I’m… really cold. Go get a ladder! Quick!” 

	“I don’t know if there is one, but I brought this!” 

	He extended the snow rake down, feeling exquisitely justified in his decision to bring it along with him. The feeling evaporated as Eve took hold of the end and made an attempt at climbing up it. 

	The snow rake was constructed of thin plastic to allow it to be long enough to clear the solar panels without being prohibitively heavy. The sections connected in a telescoping manner, and as Eve tried to scurry up the length of it, it immediately bent at a worrying angle. She tried to keep going, and the next section slid completely free, rending the snow rake in two useless halves. 

	“Fuck.” Eve let out a disappointed cry and kicked the crevasse’s ice wall. “Get a rope, maybe? Hurry.” 

	“Mom? Aster?” he shouted into the headset. “Can you bring a rope?” 

	“Jove, I don’t know where you are!” said Kira. “Try to get a sense of your surroundings.” 

	He still barely had any idea himself. Eve didn’t have time for him to wander around to figure it out. She looked cold and he suspected hypothermia would set in unreasonably fast on the planet’s most southern continent. 

	“I might be able to reach you if I anchor my feet,” he said. 

	He also still had the crowbar with him. He took and found a spot to wedge it into the ice at an angle. Laying down, he could just hook one of his feet underneath it in just such a way to keep his body from sliding. The ground was unfathomably cold underneath him, but he forced himself to ignore it. 

	Jove trusted his weight to the crowbar as he began leaning out over the crevasse, extending his hand as far down as it would reach. Eve was still well out of reach. She tried jumping and grabbing, but the added height still wasn’t enough. 

	“Could we use one of your skis?” he suggested. 

	“There’s nothing to grab onto, but maybe.” 

	Eve threw both skis up and out of the crevasse, followed by both poles. The poles were more promising, and he gave one of them a try, reaching Eve with it. Unfortunately, the bottom end didn’t have anything to hold onto and regardless of who held it, it slipped loose when Eve put her weight on it. 

	“I’m… going to try my jacket instead,” said Jove. 

	“What did you just say, Jove?” asked his mother. “Try what with your jacket? Jove?” 

	“What are you wearing underneath it?” asked Eve. 

	“Doesn’t matter, this will only take a second,” he said. 

	He would have liked for it to have not mattered, but even as he unzipped his thick and newly purchased winter coat, his body screamed that it did. It really, really did. He had on a long sleeve shirt, but it offered as much insulation as a thin layer of plastic wrap in a freezer. 

	The cold seeped into him as he resumed his previous posture, laying flat on his stomach, extending his arms down with the jacket’s sleeve tightly held. Eve took a step back, and then rushed at the crevasse’s wall, scampering up a few steps before getting a grip on the jacket’s other sleeve. 

	By some miracle, she kept her grip. The jacket seemed on the verge of tearing, but took the force remarkably well. Jove gritted his teeth and began pulling her up, though Eve quickly found toeholds to kick her boots in to make the process a little easier. 

	He heard something then that made no sense. It sounded like someone was moving behind him, rushing through the snow. He assumed it was his aunt or mother, finally arriving to offer their help. But no, the sound was way too fast, too heavy on the snow, and it circled them once. 

	His mind jumped to terror fantasies of polar bears and wolves before his logical side pointed out that they were close to the south pole, not the north. There were no large predators native to the south pole. The fact should have been comforting, but as something circled him a third time with unnerving focus and speed, his entire body went tight with tension. 

	“There!” Eve got one hand over the crevasse’s lip. 

	Jove seized her by the elbow and yanked her up the rest of the way. He fell half onto her as she collapsed onto the snow next to him. She looked at him strangely and then shook him by the shoulders with rough force, like she was trying to get the attention for some reason. 

	“Did you see that before?” He spun around searching for whatever had been circling him, making impossible noises. Eve yanked his shoulder back around. 

	“What are you doing?” he asked, or tried to ask. 

	The words came out all funny, his mouth numbed by cold. Eve seized his arm and stuffed it back into his jacket, and Jove belatedly made the connection between the situation and the danger they were still in. 

	“Is Eve still alright?” asked his mother over the headset. “Jove? What’s going on?” 

	“We’re on our way back,” he managed, teeth chattering. He looked around once more. The snow was still gusting, and he couldn't see a damn thing. 

	Eve helped him to his feet. They hooked their arms together, just as he and Aster had earlier. He noted that her other arm was loaded up with her skis and ski poles. 

	“Really?” he said. “Do you need to bring them inside now?” 

	“And lose them forever if they get covered by snow?” she said, indignant. “These might well be the last pair of skis and ski poles I ever have access to.” 

	He laughed, but she sounded deadly serious. 

	 


Chapter 14 

	 

	Jove didn’t feel cold anymore when they finally made it back inside Termina’s entrance chamber. From the way Aster and his mother reacted to the sight of him, he guessed that he’d transitioned into the state of inexplicable warmth that so many people with hypothermia report as they approach death. 

	“Eve!” Kira pulled her daughter into a tight hug. “I was so worried! Your skin is frigid. Come on, we need to get you into the sauna. Both of you.” 

	“Nice work.” Aster drew close to Jove, touching his cheek and picking bits of ice out of his hair. “If you’d stayed outside for even a minute longer…” 

	She trailed off, but it was easy for him to imagine how her sentence was going to end. He glanced toward his mother. 

	“Is the power back on?” he asked. 

	“It’s been restored completely,” said Kira. “Unfortunately, the communications array threw up an error as soon as it came back online. I’m going to have to do some debugging and it… might take some time. Andromeda hasn't come back online and I suspect it might be related.”

	Jove figured they could worry about that later. Aster helped him with his clothing as they came to the door of the sauna. He hadn’t taken a close look at it earlier and was impressed by how nice it was. Most of Termina was beholden to its modular construction, but the sauna was all stained, smooth wood, cedar or possibly spruce. 

	Two benches ran the length of it, which was the approximate dimensions of all of the station’s modules, minus the space lost to the wooden framing. The electric heater in the center was already hard at work and it was warm and toasty inside. 

	“Strip all of your clothing off,” said his mother, as she pulled his shirt up and over his head. “Pants and underwear. Just wrap yourself in a towel or a robe. You’re going in too, Eve.” 

	“Mother, please,” said Eve. “I’m fine.” 

	“You’re hypothermic. The two of you are still siblings. You can share a sauna together without coming to blows if you make the effort.” 

	Eve turned away from Jove as she took her bra and panties off, but even a passing glimpse of her naked from behind was enough to jumpstart the warming of his blood. He heard Aster let out a quiet, teasing chuckle as Eve pulled on a small white cotton robe. 

	“I’ll make sure your clothes are dry for you when you get out,” said Kira. “Along with making you some cocoa.” 

	Jove smiled at that. “Like when we were kids. You’d always have cocoa for when we came inside from the snow.” 

	“No marshmallows aside from the freeze-dried ones in the mix, unfortunately,” said Kira, with a smile of her own. 

	“Good enough for me,” he said. 

	He stepped into the sauna and, taking care to keep his towel wrapped around his waist, took a seat on one of the wooden benches. Eve walked in barefoot, hair damp and still unfreezing in places. Their mother closed the door of the sauna for them, and the warm air and confined space created an unexpected air of tension. 

	Jove waited about ten seconds, a fair amount of time by his brotherly judgment, before giving in to the urge to gloat. “You’re welcome, by the way. For saving your life.” 

	“I wasn’t in that much danger,” Eve snapped. “I would have been fine on my own.” 

	“A bold claim and a bolder claim.” 

	“Stop sounding so smug,” she said. “What? You think you’re going to redeem yourself for accomplishing so little in life by playing the hero now? Don’t make me laugh.” 

	Her words held such surprising venom that Jove was momentarily stunned. A realization came to him, one that was somehow both cathartic and acidic. 

	“I always thought it was my fault for comparing myself to you,” he said. “But no. The competitive dynamic clearly runs both ways.” 

	“Hilarious.” Eve kicked her legs up on the other bench. “You want me to thank you? Will you stop being so whiny if I do?” 

	“I’d prefer you being less of a bitch to saying thanks, to be completely honest.” 

	She glared at him. Her robe had pulled open a bit and the cleavage of one of her breasts was clearly visible. Jove tried not to stare at it, tried not to notice how pale and plump the flesh was there. Eve’s tits were mid-sized, smaller than his mother’s or Aster’s, but not by much. 

	“It started out as urban exploration,” he said, surprising himself as much as Eve. 

	“…What?” 

	“We were just looking at the houses at first. Flying drones around them, confirming which ones were empty for months at a time.” Jove shrugged his shoulders. “But then Andre and I started including more people. That’s when it… shifted.” 

	“A lot of things in life go like that.” Eve leaned her head back. The edge of her nipple was showing now, pink just barely nudging out from the robe’s fluffy cotton hem. “I still would have done what I did, regardless, just so you know.” 

	“And I still resent you for it, just so you know.” 

	“Hmm.” She brushed her fingers through her hair. “…Thanks for saving me Jove. I was really scared for a second.” 

	“So was I. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to get you out in time.” 

	“You did, in the end.” 

	“I did.” He smiled, feeling proud of himself and knowing that she was too, if only grudgingly. “Hey. Did you see anything weird while you were down there?” 

	“The craziest blue ice you could ever imagine. It was like I was on one of Jupiter’s ice moons. Europa, or maybe Ganymede.” 

	“That’s sick, but I mean up above. Something like an animal or… I don’t know. Something.” 

	“Nope,” she said. “Should I be concerned? World War 3 might have just broken out. Not exactly a good time for my baby brother to have a psychotic break.” 

	She met his gaze and he was about to tell her that her tit was hanging out. A good brother would tell her that. It seemed like such a shame to have to tell her that. 

	“How was the virgin snow?” he asked. 

	She flashed a genuine smile that made her seem beautiful in a rather unsisterly way. “Like virgin anything. Pristine. Pliable. Perfect.” 

	“Sounds like a good time.” 

	“Mmm, it was,” she said, leaning back. “Right up until my tumble in the crevasse. Nothing feels quite as exhilarating. The speed, the thrill, every little movement and reaction.” 

	She let out a yawn and leaned her head back, eyes slowly closing. Jove could feel the warmth of the sauna now and was similarly sleepy. Eve shifted, getting more comfortable, not noticing as her robe fell all but completely open. 

	It was the first time he’d seen his sister’s naked body, at least the first time he could remember. Eve was twenty-eight, three years older than him, a woman in her prime. He might have been ignorant of Andre’s groping, but his friends had made their attraction to her clear enough with their words many times before. 

	She’d taken the world of women’s cross-country skiing by storm. Sure, she’d never reached the heights of fame of her actress aunt, but Jove had watched a few of her races on ESPN before, heard how the commentators talked about her, observed the camera lingering on her body as she was getting prepared before the race. 

	He felt a somewhat unwanted stirring in his loins as he took in the view of her open robe. Her breasts were both hanging slightly sideways at odd angles. They were solidly middle ground in size, and there was something so inviting about them, as though each had “touch me” written in capital letters underneath. 

	He wasn’t about to do that, even if his cock was starting to get a little hard. She wasn’t that hot, he silently told himself. And even if she was, she was his sister. 

	He was already succumbing to the pitfalls of being trapped somewhere remote without any real women around. Well, Eve and his mom and Aster were real women, just not available women. Not to him. A bit unfair, but he wasn’t about to linger on that frustration. 

	Jove decided he’d done enough warming up and more than enough perverted ogling. He stood and tried to quietly make his way toward the sauna’s door, not wanting to disturb Eve and end up in a situation where she realized she’d been exposed in front of him. 

	He’d taken two steps when Eve suddenly snapped awake. Her robe fell even further open and Jove made the complicated discovery that his sister’s crotch was perfectly clean shaven. Her eyes snapped up to him, narrowing with accusation. 

	“You fucking pervert!” she shouted, rushing to her feet and fixing her robe. “Don’t tell me you were about to grope me like you disgusting friend Andre?” 

	“You wish.” 

	Eve pulled her arm back, preparing to slap him. Jove seized her wrist before she could. 

	“It was a feint, you psycho,” she said, yanking free. “I wasn’t going to hit you. I was going to do this.” 

	She suddenly grabbed his towel and yanked it free of his waist. Jove was too stunned to react. He felt a stirring of both heat and blood, his cock seeming to rise to moderate hardness like a memory foam mattress fresh from a vacuum sealed bag. 

	“Um…” Eve was staring at his cock, looking surprised despite having instigated the reveal. “Now we’re even.” 

	“No, we’ll be even when you apologize for ruining my life.” He grabbed the towel, unsure whether he was hot from anger or just hot and bothered. 

	“Never going to happen.” 

	“Knowing you, I wouldn’t expect so.” 

	Eve fixed her robe and got in his face, seeming to forget that he was still naked. “I did the right thing and you're naïve if you can’t see that, little brother.” 

	“Fuck you, Eve.” 

	“You wish.” 

	They stared at each other for another second, primed to actually start attacking one another, or at least grabbing at each other. Jove was rock hard and beyond confused as he stormed out of the sauna. 

	 


Chapter 15 

	 

	Jove sat down for a moment after getting dressed, clothes still warm from the station's drier. He wasn't as sure as he had been on arrival that his stay within the tiny dormitory would be a short one. He made the bed and reset his travel possessions into places that made sense. 

	His mother and aunt were waiting in the cafeteria, sitting at the same table but not nearby one another. Kira immediately stood to pour him hot cocoa from a thermos, whereas Aster skipped over to pull him into a hug. 

	“My nephew is a fucking hero,” she said, leaning her weight into him. 

	“Thanks,” he said. “It felt good. Always feels like I get bonus points when I do something that makes Eve have to say nice words to me.” 

	“What about my nice words?” Aster let her fingers brush along his arms, still standing close to him. “I have quite a few after today, darling.” 

	“Jove.” His mother stepped into view, mug in hand. “Your cocoa.” 

	“Thanks, Mom.” He let out a breath, feeling some of his exhaustion. It had looked like it was midday when he'd been outside, but it was actually still early. Between the power outage waking him up early and his buzzing adrenaline, his body felt unsettled. “What a weird day.” 

	“It's about to get a little weirder,” said Kira. 

	Jove noticed how serious his mother suddenly looked. He took his cocoa over to the table and she moved to the spot across from him. 

	“What's going on?” he asked. 

	“As I already explained earlier this morning, Andromeda's last message to me was a warning of the outbreak of widescale nuclear war. With the power back on, I tried to use our communication array to reconnect to Overhead, our usual satellite ISP, and Starlink, our backup. Nothing. I'm getting an error I don't recognize. I don't know what's going on.” 

	“You're jumping to conclusions, as per usual,” said Aster. “The internet being down is not the same thing as the world having ended.” 

	“Andromeda already warned us,” said Kira, seeming to talk to herself. “This is in line with what I would expect, though it's happening faster than I would have liked.” 

	“There are other possibilities!” snapped Aster. “This could be a prank, maybe that punk Ryan set something up.” 

	“He is not a punk.” 

	“If you say so. Or how about this - your house AI has a virus?” 

	Kira shook her head. Jove thought about it, though. The idea wasn't completely preposterous. A couple of house AIs in Beverly Hills had been revealed to be malware taking real nude photos of its incredibly rich and famous occupants. 

	“It wouldn't necessarily need to be a virus,” he said, looking at Aster. “Even corporate and medical AIs sometimes hallucinate. It's why a human usually has the job of verifying output when it matters.” 

	“That hasn't been a real problem in years,” said Kira. 

	“I think this is more in line with your climate change doomerism.” Aster folded her arms and jutted her chin out. 

	Jove suddenly realized that he'd all but chosen a side in an argument that was probably older than he was. 

	“I was right about climate change,” said Kira. 

	“In some ways, maybe, but the oceans still have fish!” 

	“I never said…” Kira gritted her teeth. “Look. This is happening. I know it's scary, Aster, but you have to accept it. You're in denial right now.” 

	“You said that to me once before.” Aster slowly walked the length of the table, coming to stand at the head of it. “Bet you don't even remember. It was just before I landed the part of Rose. I called you up and asked what I should do about my acting career. You said that it was already over, and that I had no career, and that I was in denial.” 

	“Yes, I did,” said Kira. “Aster, you have a chemical engineering degree. It was good advice.” 

	“Unbelievable.” Aster turned around and sat down against the table, arms folded. 

	An awkward silence held for a few seconds, but Eve entered just in time to break it. “What did I just walk into?” 

	“Apparently sibling feuds run in the family,” said Jove. 

	“Is that your idea of a joke?” asked Eve. 

	“More of a morbid observation.” 

	“Eve,” said Kira. “I'm afraid your stay here in Termina might be a little longer than you expected.” 

	“Okay,” said Eve. “Wait. What does that mean, exactly?” 

	Kira shook her head and looked away. Jove set a hand down on the center of the table. 

	“Look, we can figure this out,” he said. “One thing at a time. Let's think about our situation. We have electricity.” 

	“Solar panels supply us with all the power we need,” said Kira. “Heat is propane. We only have about a weeks supply, which is unfortunate. Normally we have two months’ worth, but deliveries have been slower recently.” 

	“Food?” asked Jove. 

	“At least a month of food, probably far more with the hydroponics,” said Kira. “But that hardly matters without heat.” 

	“This is ridiculous!” snapped Aster. “I feel legitimately nauseous watching you play at this… survivalist fantasy! When was the last time you saw a therapist, Kira?” 

	“Why don't we just go to Port Sirius?” asked Eve. 

	“I wouldn't feel comfortable snowmobiling that far in this weather,” said Kira. “None of you could make it on your own, though I don't think I really need to point that out.” 

	“We're your hostages, in essence.” Aster shook her head in disgust. “Wonderful.” 

	“I don't mind staying here for a bit longer even if you are having some kind of mental break, Mom,” said Eve. “The skiing is sublime. I'll watch more carefully for crevasses, don't worry.” 

	“This entire family is insane!” said Aster. 

	“Mom.” Jove reached out and took his mother's hands. “What can I do?” 

	She let her fingers thread partially into his, small intimacy, but so much at the same time. They really had grown apart. 

	“Help me cook?” she said. “Andromeda did all the cooking.” 

	 


Chapter 16 

	 

	Jove followed his mother into the rather cramped, if gleaming kitchen of Termina Station. Stainless steel counters and appliances surrounded them, stocked with everything needed to sustain the isolated research crew. Kira began pulling ingredients out of the fridge. 

	“Potatoes, carrots, kale,” Kira said, a hint of amusement in her voice. “Our new best friends.” 

	Jove smiled. “Bonding with vegetables.” 

	Kira hummed a noise of agreement. “They'll be the backbone of our survival here.” 

	Jove's gaze drifted back over to his mother, noticing how her dark red hair was still messy from their rough morning. She was dressed in a tight thermal top that hugged her curves and a pair of form-fitting leggings. The outfit was practical for the Antarctic climate, but also quite tempting to the eye. 

	“You really think a nuclear war has broken out?” he asked her. 

	He watched her carefully, not trying to seem outright skeptical, but needing to see her reaction to the question. 

	“I know how surreal it is,” she said. “Especially in this environment. The rules are different out here in Antarctica, but you get used to it after a while. I think that's why I can tell how much is wrong with the situation right now. I'm used to this place.” 

	“Uh, okay.” He took a knife and started cutting, having to pass close behind her in the narrow lane between kitchen island and counter. “That doesn't really feel like an answer.” 

	Grabbing a cutting board, he made to move back to his previous spot and almost bumped into her. 

	“I don't have a good answer,” said Kira. “I don't have all the answers, Jove. Sorry.” 

	They were silent for the next minute, prepping ingredients without saying much. 

	“Thanks for saving Eve,” she eventually said. “I was terrified as soon as she told me what'd happened. Crevasses genuinely do kill people all the time down here.” 

	Jove nodded, cutting into a potato. “You don't have to thank me for that, Mom.” 

	He thought, somewhat bitterly, about how he'd had a similar crevasse related accident. He thought about how his mother had reacted, more annoyed than concerned. 

	“She needs you to keep an eye on her, you know,” said his mother. 

	He tossed the cut potatoes onto the plate a little harder than necessary and spun around to grab another. “Does anyone ever think about what I need?” 

	“Whoa!” Kira had been moving by Jove at that same moment and suddenly stumbled as his foot caught her ankle. 

	Jove was quick and reached out to catch her. She twisted and so did he, backing into the counter while she backed into him. For an instant, Jove felt his cock pressed against her butt, indenting into the feminine warmth and squishiness there. Yoga pants and perfection. 

	“You got me,” said Kira. She let out a little laugh. “Oh Jove. I feel like I need a hug right now.” 

	“You got it, Mom.” 

	He didn't shift from where he was. Had she meant for him to? Jove wrapped his arms around her and hugged her as much as pressed forward into her. It felt delicious and wrong and all the words normally allergic to describing a reassuring hug between a dude and his mom. 

	“She really does need you to keep an eye on her,” she whispered. 

	“I'm going to spit in Eve's soup if you don't stop treating her like the golden child.” 

	He squeezed her a little tighter, only realizing he'd breathed the words against her neck as he was doing it. She let out an odd, not displeased shudder. 

	“I love how competitive the two of you are.” Kira finally pulled away, moving with deliberate slowness. “Brings back memories.” 

	 

	 

	The stew needed hours to cook. Jove left the kitchen with the mission of taking that news to Eve and Aster. He was a little hungry himself and expected some commiserate grumbling on their part, but they both seemed preoccupied. 

	He found Aster in the common room, wearing the same fashionable top and jeans she'd greeted him in when he'd first stepped off the plane. She was laying on one of the couches, one leg dangling at a lazy angle, staring into her phone. 

	“You look enthralled,” he said. 

	“I never thought to download many apps and games to my phone for offline interludes,” said Aster. “It's the first thing I plan on doing once I'm back in civilization.” 

	“Right…” said Jove. 

	“I only have a single game downloaded,” said Aster. “It's this silly management game where I run my own talent agency and have to decide how to train my actors, what jobs to suggest to them. I don't even remember installing it.” 

	“Having fun?” he asked. 

	She shrugged. “Fun is relative. You have to make do with what you've got sometimes.” 

	“True enough.” He took a seat on the couch next to her. Aster slid her feet back and then forward again, letting them settle in his lap. 

	“I keep getting these lockboxes as rewards,” muttered Aster. “The game's taunts are hitting a little too close to home.” 

	“How so?” 

	Aster nodded across the room to a cabinet that Jove had seen but paid little mind to. It was small, standing on a stubby set of legs and rising perhaps waist high. 

	“It's locked,” said Aster. “My imagination has me convinced that the solution to all our problems lies inside. Or at least the solution to my boredom.” 

	“Curiosity is a cruel mistress.” He patted his aunt's feet. “Let me take a look at it.” 

	Aster let out an amused chuckle. “Unless you found a set of keys somewhere, I doubt you'll have much luck, darling.” 

	“When you've done as much urban ex as I have, a locked cabinet isn't really that big of a deal.” He took a look at the lock. It seemed stout and impregnable at a glance, but he knew a couple of tricks. 

	“Urban exploration,” said Aster. “Right.” 

	“Okay, so maybe it occasionally veered into liberating some long-forgotten valuables.” Jove took out one of his own keys, a thin one that went to an old bike lock and tried it in the lock. “Helped me build up a skillset that I still get use out of to this day.” 

	His method was simple but surprisingly effective. Jove jiggled the lock while pulling sideways on the handle. In under three seconds, he had the cabinet open. 

	“And there we are,” he said. 

	“Whoa,” muttered Aster. She rolled off the couch and came over, standing behind where he was crouching and touching his shoulders. “I respect a man who's good with his hands.” 

	“It's a liquor cabinet,” he said, finding a number of bottles of bourbon and tequila. “Wonder if my mom knew about this.” 

	“What a shame,” muttered Aster. “It's been almost five years since I've let myself drink hard liquor.” 

	“At least your curiosity has been sated.” He stood up and turned around, smiling as he met her gaze for some reason. 

	“One need down, half a dozen to go. Thank you, darling.” 

	“Any time.” 

	 

	 

	Jove left Aster to her mobile game and went to find Eve, who was in the command center. She had a map spread out in front of her and was studying it intently. 

	“…Yes?” she said, without looking up. 

	“What're you doing?” he asked. 

	“Planning,” said Eve. 

	“Oh. That's informative.” 

	She snapped her gaze up to glare at him. Jove found it slightly cuter than annoying. 

	“I'm eyeing the terrain,” she said. “We're next to the Antarctic Peninsula, or Terra de San Martin, as they call it in Argentina. It's mountainous, beautiful, and most importantly, warmer than the rest of Antarctica, almost above freezing during the summer months.” 

	“It's January.” 

	“We're in the southern hemisphere, smooth brain.” 

	He breathed out, patience for his sister already wearing thin. “Excuse me for misunderstanding, your highness!” 

	“I'm looking for a route onto the peninsula from either Termina station or Port Sirius,” said Eve. “For skiing, but also… who knows. We might well need to move in a warmer direction eventually.” 

	“Eventually.” He repeated the word, feeling the depths of everything it might represent in a way that honestly made him somewhat anxious. “Are you coming around to Mom's way of thinking?” 

	Eve shrugged. “I honestly don't know what's going on, Jove. She's always been a little high strung and intense. It's not outside the realm of possibility for her to be having a little bit of a breakdown. Think about how hard she used to work on her research back when we were kids, and now add the past two years of being a hermit in Antarctica to the mix.” 

	“We could see if there's a record or recording of the message she claimed to have gotten from Andromeda?” said Jove. 

	“What if there is? Aster had a point. Everything from the power outage to the communications being down could technically be the result of a misbehaving house AI.” 

	“So you don't believe her?” 

	“No, just stating the counter case.” She drummed her fingers on the map and glanced up at him. “My gut is telling me that we're super fucked.” 

	They lapsed into silence. Jove thought about the noise again and eyed one of the command center's wall screens, currently showing Termina's exterior. Aside from windblown swirling snow, he couldn't see anything. 

	 


Chapter 17 

	 

	Jove stretched out in bed, not tired, but lacking for much else to do. He'd seen some books in one of the other dorms, a fat stack of fantasy and sci-fi paperbacks, but he suspected if he started one he’d lose himself in a deeper state of escapism than he currently wanted. 

	He heard fast footsteps coming down the hallway and sat up. Kira was hurrying toward the entrance chamber, clearly with some kind of objective. Lacking much else to do, Jove got up and followed her. 

	“What's going on?” he asked. 

	“A flare went up about twenty miles from Termina, toward Port Sirius,” she said. “It has to be Ryan. I wouldn't normally risk going out that far in this weather, but he wouldn't send up a flare unless he was in serious danger.” 

	Jove frowned, remembering how low the visibility was outside. “How did you see it?” 

	“I didn't. Termina's sensors picked it up. Let Aster and Eve know that I should be back within two hours, three at the most.” 

	She was already pulling on her outer layers. Jove shook his head. 

	“There's no way I'm letting you go alone,” he said. “Regardless of what's going on.” 

	“We can't all go,” said Kira. “We don't even have four working snowmobiles here, at the moment.” 

	“We don't all need to go,” said Jove. “Just me and you. In case a crevasse pops out of nowhere.” 

	His mother gave him an appraising look and slowly nodded. “Fine. But I'm leaving now. Start getting ready.” 

	“What's going on?” Eve came into the hallway from the command center. 

	“I’m taking Jove with me to go find Ryan,” said Kira. “You need to stay here.” 

	“I wasn't offering to join you,” said Eve, hugging her shoulders. “Still have a lingering chill from my earlier foray outside. Be safe.” 

	He pulled on his snow gear and followed his mother into the entrance chamber. They went through the usual process, which once more reminded him of an airlock of sorts, and then they were outside. 

	The cold air and whipping wind reintroduced themselves to him with bitter intensity. Kira loped off toward the shed, moving with a haste that spoke of her concern for the missing scientist. 

	Jove felt conflicted as he again thought about what the relationship between his mother and Ryan must have been. He suspected they'd been close, which chafed at him for reasons he couldn't quite place. How close, exactly? The two of them, all alone for indefinite periods of time in Antarctica. He reeled in his imagination and focused on the snowmobiles. 

	“The block heaters didn't reset when the power came back on,” muttered his mother. “Fuck. They aren't going to be easy to get started.” 

	“We'll figure it out,” he said. 

	One of the snowmobiles refused to start, one was still needing repairs, but the remaining two eventually purred to life after some repetitive coaxing. Kira pulled Jove in close and spoke against his ear over the sound of the engines. 

	“I'm going to go pretty fast,” said Kira. “If you can't keep up, it's for the best that you turn back early.” 

	He grabbed her elbow, not roughly, but making a point. “I already told you I'm not going to let you go alone. I'll keep up.” 

	“I hope you do. Otherwise, please, Jovian… don't put yourself in danger.” 

	“I won't.” 

	He let go of her elbow, seeing that interesting edge of appraisal in her eyes again. She turned and looked off toward the horizon, and they both climbed onto their snowmobiles and set off. 

	Almost immediately Jove understood the cause for his mother's concern. Visibility was minimal. The sharp bite of the wind raked over any bare patch of skin on his body that it could find. He could see his mom’s snowmobile ahead of him, but were he to lose sight of it, keeping any semblance of a sense of direction would be borderline impossible. 

	He imagined venting his complaints about the conditions to Eve, the mocking smile or dismissive barb she'd likely respond with. He didn’t think he was too competitive with his sister, as his mom had said earlier that day. He was just sick of being compared to her in everything - usually unfavorably. 

	The extremities of his body slowly began to go numb as minutes passed by amidst the swirling, shapeless near-whiteout conditions. He knew his mother had said that she'd found Ryan's flare, but he found himself doubting whether that meant they'd be able to find him in practice. It was like setting out to sea on a rumor of an island, but no map, no certainty, no visible landmarks for direction. 

	He saw her wave an arm and then slow to a stop after they'd been riding for nearly an hour at a decent clip. Jove brought his snowmobile to rest next to hers. He could see disturbed snow ahead of them, along with a massive snowbank. Chunks of plastic, along with one broken snowmobile ski lay strewn across the ice. 

	“This is where the flare went up,” said his mother, in a distracted voice. “Leave your snowmobile running. It'll save us from struggling to get them started again.” 

	She immediately started jogging over to the snowbank. Jove followed behind her, joints stiff from the ride, hands and feet halfway numb. Any thought of his own condition was immediately forgotten when he saw the body in the snow. 

	Jove felt like he was watching himself in third person as he and his mother slowly made their way forward. Ryan lay curled in the fetal position, clearly dead. 

	Gashes marred his back and neck, frozen blood pooled underneath him, though not as much as Jove would have expected. Bits of insulation escaped his torn jacket and snow pants, dancing like dandelion seeds in the whipping wind. 

	Ryan's stiff, frostbitten fingers clutched his phone. Jove narrowed his eyes as he noticed numbers written in blood next to the body. He swore under his breath, mind reeling. 

	“How is this even possible?” he asked. “I didn't think there were any large predators in this area. There aren’t, are there?” 

	Jove stared at Ryan's lifeless form, his mind struggling to comprehend the brutality of the scene before him. Kira's voice cut through the howling wind, her tone unnervingly calm. 

	“We'll have to set his body in a snowbank and leave a marker. It's the best burial we can give him in these circumstances.” She knelt beside Ryan, gently touching his cheek with her fingers. “Those numbers are likely the lock code for his phone.” 

	Her composure sent a chill through Jove, distinct from the biting Antarctic cold. How could she remain so collected in the face of such violence? It was only when he turned toward her that he noticed the tears welling in her eyes, freezing halfway down her reddened cheeks. 

	Without a word, Jove stepped forward and embraced his mother, pulling her tightly against his chest. Her stoic facade crumbled as she let out a single, silent sob, her body trembling in his arms. 

	“I'll handle the body,” Jove murmured, his voice thick with emotion. “You don't have to see him like this anymore.” 

	Kira nodded, burying her face in the crook of his neck as she drew a shuddering breath. “Thank you.” 

	 

	 


Chapter 18 

	 

	Jove had never buried anyone before. The snowbank was obliging, a thin crust of ice covering softer powder which was quick and easy to move. Pulling Ryan's body over to the hole he'd created and fitting him into it proved to be hardest challenge. 

	He was in the middle of covering the deceased with snow when he heard the noise. It was the same noise he'd heard earlier that morning, a hiss reminiscent of an ice rink, but louder than the sound of any skater he'd ever seen. 

	“Hold on,” he said. “Did you hear that?” 

	His mother didn't answer, but her gaze was fixed in the direction of the disturbance. “It's alright. I believe it's one of our ice drones. They're AI controlled automatons designed to survey glacier retreat and take core samples.” 

	He quickly finished covering Ryan and hurried back to his feet. He could follow the sound now, metal grinding against ice around them in a circle just outside their sphere of visibility within the blowing snow. 

	But this time, the mystery came into view. Jove backed away slowly as a short and stocky humanoid drone came into view. Its body was made of dark metal, and it had three camera lenses of different sizes in the place of eyes. Both legs bent at an angle, ending in tracks made to travel on snow rather than feet. 

	The contraption's arms were what had Jove on edge. One was the usual drone manipulator arm, stubby but dexterous fingers reminiscent of a claw game at a mall. The other was a gleaming spiral of metal, a drill presumably for taking samples of ice but just as capable of boring holes through bone and flesh. 

	“Jove!” called Kira. “Relax. I know it looks scary, but they're only programmed to do science. I doubt it can even see us.” 

	She stepped forward as though to prove her point as the drone continued to skate toward them. It slowed in a way that set Jove even more on edge, but his mother didn't react or draw back. 

	Jove's instincts screamed with the wrongness of the situation. He threw himself forward, knocking his mother out of the way just as the ice drone lunged with its spiral arm hissing like a dentist's drill. 

	They hit the ice hard. The drone was already circling for a second attack. Jove scrambled to his feet, pulling his mom up along with him. She touched his arm and shook her head. 

	“This doesn't make sense,” she muttered. “I don't know what's going on.” 

	“We're getting out of here, that's what's going on,” said Jove. He gave her a push toward the snowmobiles, beyond grateful that they'd opted to keep them running. 

	The ice drone continued its slow, predatorial circle, only deciding to give pursuit as Jove and Kira turned their snowmobiles around and set off. As much as he'd thought they'd rushed on their way out, the first few minutes of the journey back were at harrowing speed. 

	They still had their tracks to follow, faint but visible, giving them certainty that they weren't about to run into any hidden crevasses or lose their way. Jove checked over his shoulder for the drone every couple of seconds at first. It followed them for a while, but eventually disappeared from view. 

	He was, in some ways, more unnerved by not being able to see the ice drone than watching it in their wake. The cold whipped at his face and his thoughts seemed to move as fast as the scenery around them. 

	Ryan was dead. The specifics of what was happening didn't matter anymore. They were all in serious danger, under threat in a place where the environment itself was a killer. His mother's words about how much food and heating fuel they had in reserve seemed to resonate with new gravity. His face hurt from the cold, even covered as it was. 

	Time seemed to stretch out, giving him the impression that he'd been on his snowmobile for half a day when Termina finally came back into view. They put the snowmobile's away, tense and cautious, and all but ran to the entrance module. Jove thought he could hear the drone in the distance, but the wind and snow were playing tricks on both his eyes and ears. 

	Aster stood within the hallway just outside the entrance chamber, smiling and seeming oddly cheerful. Kira pulled off her gloves and threw them down on the floor with more anger and frustration than Jove would have expected from his mother. 

	“What's wrong?” asked Aster. “What's going on?” 

	“Too much,” muttered Jove. 

	“I'll explain once we have everyone together,” said his mother. “Where's Eve?” 

	“She went skiing.” Aster held up a finger, seeming to preempt an expected reaction. “I know what you're going to say, but you also know how she is. It's not like I could have stopped her from doing what she-” 

	Kira slapped her sister across the face with surprising strength. Aster stumbled as she tried to take a step backward, falling on her butt. 

	“You just let her go?” snapped Kira. “By herself? Do you have any idea how dangerous it is out there right now?” 

	“No…” Aster blinked, tears in her eyes, and rubbed at the reddening spot on her cheek. “I just… didn't think it was worth the fight. I'm sorry.” 

	She stood up, mouth still open. Jove expected her to explode on Kira, but instead she hurried down the hall and into her bunk, sliding the door closed with the force of a slam, if not the full effect of one. 

	“Fuck,” muttered Kira, under her breath. 

	“I'm going looking for her.” Jove still had most of his winter gear on and started walking toward the door. 

	“You will do no such thing,” said Kira. 

	“What, are you going to slap me too?” 

	He let his annoyance leak into his voice. The last thing they needed was for the situation within Termina to be any more tense than it already was. 

	“It's already a disaster with Eve out there and in danger!” shouted his mother. “We already lost Ryan today. I don't need you getting yourself killed, too, simply to prove a point in this ridiculous rivalry you have with your sister.” 

	“She's in danger. I'm not leaving her out there alone.” 

	He stepped into the entrance chamber and was back out in the freezing cold a few seconds later. 

	 


Chapter 19 

	 

	Jove was determined to find his sister, but his resolve didn't smoothly equate to confidence in a hostile environment. The wind had died down somewhat, but it'd begun to snow. The quiet was eerie, rather than reassuring, all sound dampened by the acoustics of the falling flakes. 

	He tensed at every imagined movement in his peripheral vision and thought he could hear noises in the distance as his feet crunched against the ice. Eve couldn't have gone far. He put himself into her mindset, eager to ski above all else, but still wary of crevasses. He had to think that she would have been sensible enough to stay near the base. 

	“Eve!” he shouted. “Eve!” 

	He was already getting flashbacks to earlier that morning and swore under his breath, understanding his mother's anger. The idea of having to go back to the station without her, to have to tell his mother and see her disappointment, was enough to make him wonder if he should just stay out in the cold if his sister was also lost. 

	Something moved on the edge of his vision, and this time it did have a source. He caught sight of Eve skiing in the distance, weaving her way down and along a slope to the east of the base. 

	She was an incredible skier. He'd forgotten that somehow, or at least downplayed the significance of her ability for his own ego's sake. She was graceful and powerful, an athlete retired from injury but still otherwise in her prime. 

	It was like watching a bird in the air or a fish in the water - beautiful and aligned with its element. Jove sucked in a freezing breath and shouted her name again. She slowly began to turn and headed his way a few seconds later. 

	“Did something happen?” she called, as she slowed to a stop near him. 

	“Ryan's dead.” 

	“Oh. Fuck.” 

	She stepped out of her skis and they both headed back to the base. 

	Jove and Eve hurriedly shed their winter gear as they stepped into the warmth of the base, the heavy layers falling to the floor along with bits of lingering snow. Eve's eyes were wide, her breaths coming in rapid succession as she bombarded Jove with questions. 

	“How did it happen? Was it an accident? Did you see it?” Her words tumbled out, each one more frantic than the last. 

	Jove did his best to answer, his voice steady despite the unsettling news he was delivering. “We found him in the snow. I think he was killed by one of the ice drones that Termina apparently uses, or used, for research.” 

	“Jesus Christ,” muttered Eve. 

	Her shirt rode up a bit as she pulled off a sweater she'd been wearing under her jacket, exposing her pale navel. Jove found his attention drawn to the way her clothing clung to her body, damp with sweat from her exertion in the cold. He couldn't make himself avert his gaze, a strange tension filling the air between them. It was an awkward mix of concern, exhaustion, and lingering excitement from their time in the sauna. 

	“Eve?” Kira's quick footsteps sounded from the other end of the hall. “Oh, Eve!” 

	Jove watched his mother sweep Eve into a tight hug. His usual feelings of mild jealousy toward his mother and sister's relationship were eclipsed by raw relief. They were all still in a horrible situation, but at least they were within the station, safe for the moment. 

	“I'm fine, Mother,” said Eve, with a sigh. “What's going on?” 

	“I need to show you something,” said Kira. “Come on. Everyone.” 

	Aster had been watching from the door of her bunk and came out to walk alongside Jove as the four of them headed for the command center. 

	“How's the cheek?” he asked. He could see an obvious red mark on her face, though it wasn't a perfect outline. 

	“Shut up,” muttered Aster. 

	“I was asking out of concern, not to mock you,” he said. 

	His aunt shook her head, looking tired and emotionally exhausted. Jove pulled her chair out for her as they found places in the command center. Kira sat down at her desk and began typing something on her keyboard. Ryan's phone sat next to her mouse, already plugged in. 

	“I don't want to panic any of you, but you have to understand all of the situation that we're in,” said Kira. “As far as I can tell, the terminators have gone rogue.” 

	“The… wait, what?” Jove shook his head. “You mean the ice drones? Are you seriously going to call them that?” 

	“Ah.” Kira cleared her throat, looking oddly embarrassed. “Termina, terminators. It seemed humorous when we first came up with it.” 

	“Mother, are you seriously telling me that you jinxed your drones into becoming unstoppable killers?” asked Eve. 

	“I'll call them drones as much as possible, but forgive me if I ever lapse into the old nickname,” said Kira. “It was a running joke between… Ryan and I. Hard habit to break.” 

	She looked at the phone. Nobody else said anything. Jove could sense the depths of his mother's loss, but only on the surface, like looking into a lake with murky water, the bottom obscured by a hidden world. 

	“Ryan's dying message was, in essence, the lock code to his phone,” said Kira. “I've already scanned through his media gallery. It's mostly videos and photos he sent to a friend, or maybe a girlfriend back home. He didn't talk much about his personal life, but… anyway. The last video he filmed is relevant to our situation.” 

	She brought it up on the command center's largest screen. Ryan's head immediately popped into view, framed selfie style with Port Sirius's interior in the background behind him. People were shouting and the general ambience was far more chaotic than what Jove had experienced in his brief time there. 

	“Hey, Director Faremont!” said Ryan, smiling but clearly nervous. “Um. I'm going to try to send you this video as soon as I finish filming it, but I'm guessing the communications are down at Termina Station since I got an error when I just tried to call. Still feel like I need to do something. Anything. Things are getting a little crazy. A lot crazy.” 

	He switched to his phone's back camera and took a sweeping shot of Port Sirius's sprawling common area. Groups of people were hurrying about, some carrying bags, others with their phones out, though it seemed like the few attempting to make calls were also struggling with their connections. 

	A group of two men rushed from one of the shops Jove had remembered walking by, arms laden with food, moving with the urgency of looters. A brawl broke out between another pair of men over a case of water, the plastic holding the bottles together tearing open in the mayhem and spilling half of them across the floor. 

	“The news has apparently been coming in all night,” said Ryan. “New York City has been nuked. Chicago, London, Tokyo, Moscow… Um, might be easier if I just… there we go.” 

	He zoomed his camera in on the massive display screen hanging on one wall above Port Sirius's food court. The sight of a news broadcast showing disaster footage came into view, along with scrolling text underneath that listed more of the major casualties. Seoul, Toronto, Sao Paulo, Paris, Lagos… Jove felt each location moving by too fast for his imagination to keep up. 

	“It's not just nukes, which is why I'm trying to get ahold of you as soon as possible,” said Ryan. “The news is saying that any drone with basic network capabilities has been compromised by some kind of virus. They're attacking people, crashing into people, the military ones are shooting people, it's insane. The terminators are networked, so… yeah. Really hoping I can get ahold of you!” 

	The camera's viewpoint swung around amidst the chaos. Jove couldn't tell if Ryan was yelling or if someone else nearby was. He shifted back to his phone's front camera. The view was of a crowd now, people jostling Ryan from both sides. He tried to say something, but his voice was lost in the chaos until he shouldered his way past people and off to the side. 

	“Somebody just said that they watched a livestream of people being… exterminated by drones in Iowa,” said Ryan. “There's a rumor that a rogue AI is behind this, behind all of this. I don't know what to think. There was an announcement just now that the last plane out of Port Sirius is about to leave and it's like a riot is breaking out to get in line.” 

	Ryan glanced away from the camera. Jove read his expression easily enough, the conflict clear in his eyes as he tried to decide whether to stay or to go. The viewpoint shifted to the back camera again, revealing a pair of flight attendants desperately trying to hold a surging crowd from racing out onto the landing strip. 

	“I'm starting to think that I might be safer back at Termina Station,” said Ryan, shaking his head. “Hopefully I will see you soon, Director Faremont. Fuck… what has the world come to?” 

	The video ended. The only sound in the silence that followed was Kira's mouse click as she closed the media player. 

	 


Chapter 20 

	 

	“I don't believe it,” said Aster. “I refuse to believe it.” 

	“You continue to refuse to believe it, you mean,” said Kira, sharply. “You're in denial Aster. It's understandable.” 

	“I am not in denial!” shouted Aster. “And I am so sick of you acting like a condescending dictator! You can stay here in Antarctica and freeze to death! I'm finding a way back to my life in LA, no matter what!” 

	She shook her head and stormed out of the command center. Jove stayed seated, still reeling and numb. He at least believed in the scope of the unfolding disaster now, even if the details were thin on the surface. He pictured his apartment back home and found himself questioning how much he'd really care if it was destroyed along with everything in it, atomized by a nuclear bomb. 

	Well, at least now I won't have to ask Mom for rent money, he thought. 

	“To be honest, this is a bit of a bummer,” said Eve. “I suppose I'll at least have the chance to die doing what I love. The skiing here really is awesome once you figure out how to endure the cold.” 

	She also left the command center, though with far more poise than Aster had managed. Jove looked at his mother. She was holding Ryan's phone in her hand and staring at the screen, only distractedly turning to meet his gaze. 

	“Are you alright, Mom?” he asked. 

	“Fine,” she said. “I'm just… I'm fine. Thank you for bringing Eve back. That's twice in one day.” 

	“The longest day of my life,” he muttered. “I'm about to eat and pass out.” 

	“Fuck!” Kira stood up abruptly. “The stew!” 

	They both hurried to the kitchen to check on it only to be greeted by a delicious and promising scent. Kira stirred it with a ladle before bringing up a small taste with a spoon. 

	“Here,” she said, holding it out. 

	Jove opened his mouth and smiled as she fed him like she might have when he was a toddler. 

	“It's hot,” he said, talking around a scalding chunk of potato. “But tasty.” 

	“I'm glad,” said Kira. “We'll have to figure out the food situation moving forward. Probably best if we have one large meal before shifting into rationing, if only for morale's sake.” 

	He let Eve and Aster know that the food was ready, and the family gathered together at one of the cafeteria tables. 

	Jove ate in silence, savoring the hearty meal despite the grim circumstances. Stew was a particularly welcome comfort, warming him from the inside out. He glanced around the table at his family, all of them seemingly lost in their own thoughts. 

	Aster pushed her food around with her spoon, her brow furrowed. Every so often, she'd take a small bite, chewing slowly. Eve ate with gusto, smiling faintly as though she was simply digging in to supper at a ski lodge. Kira remained stoic, methodically working through her portion, mind seeming to be elsewhere. 

	Jove was surprised by his own hunger. The events of the day had left him famished and his body craved each and every bit of sustenance. He wondered if this was how it would be from now on, a constant battle for food and warmth and even just a basic sense of safety. 

	His thoughts wandered to the creature comforts he'd taken for granted in the same vein. Online gaming sessions with his friends, the thrill of exploring new worlds and conquering challenges from the comfort of his couch. Dinner dates at trendy restaurants, the nervous excitement of getting to know someone new. Concerts, losing himself in the pulsing energy of the crowd, the bass thrumming through his bones. 

	He even found himself romanticizing the soul-crushing tedium of working a job he hated, enduring odd hours and irritating bosses. There were so many aspects of his old life that had seemed impossibly unfair. Now, he had the distinct impression that he would be facing a future with challenges that made his old issues pale in comparison. 

	“How is it?” asked Kira. 

	“It's great,” said Jove. 

	“I didn't add too much salt, did I?” 

	“Not too much salt. Perfect amount.” 

	His mother let out a long sigh. “I think I'm going to… lie down for a while.” 

	“Are you going to bed?” asked Eve. 

	“No, not quite yet,” she said. 

	She stood up and left the cafeteria. Jove was a little worried about her, but his concern was hardly confined to just one family member. He glanced at his aunt, who leaned her head on her hand and gave him an odd smile. 

	“Do I have something on my face, darling?” she asked. “Other than my sister's handprint, that is.” 

	“No, you don't,” said Jove. “Still sting?” 

	“Not at all.” 

	Aster's words held a level of smoldering, suppressed bitterness that Jove had only ever seen from her before on TV. Of course, Rose of Redding had the option of simply unloading a pistol magazine into her problems when they became too large for her to handle. 

	“I think I'll also retire to my room, or perhaps the common area,” said Aster. “Come find me after.” 

	She touched his shoulder as she passed by him, her soft fingers briefly teasing bare skin just above the hem of his shirt's neckline. Jove felt a sudden stirring of conflicted emotions and cravings that would only lead to frustration, trapped with his family as he was. 

	“You good, little brother?” asked Eve. 

	“Fine,” he said. 

	“Are you sure?” 

	“Fucking hell, Eve. I'm fine. Quit asking.” 

	“Relax, Jovian.” Eve leaned back in her chair, looking oddly satisfied with herself. “I'm just making sure. I needed verification that at least one other Faremont is capable of handling the stress.” 

	“What?” He shook his head, annoyed by her, as usual. “Mom is fine, just tired, like she said. Aunt Aster will probably hold a grudge over the slap and be moody for a while, but eventually she'll be fine.” 

	Eve let out a dark laugh. “Never mind. It would seem like you're in denial too, just closer to home.” 

	“Do you have to be such a bitch all the time?” 

	“Oh, sorry. I forgot I need to sugarcoat my words for my baby brother or he'll throw a little fit.” 

	“Fuck off,” snapped Jove. “You aren't making things any better by obsessing over skiing and acting so high and mighty, Eve.” 

	“Neither are you by sucking up to Mom and letting Aunt Aster treat you like her plaything.” 

	They glared at each other until it became pointless. Jove stormed out of the cafeteria one way, Eve the other. 

	 


Chapter 21 

	 

	Termina Station was fairly large, but still limited in places where a man could go to be alone with his thoughts. Jove stood in the command center, observing the main view screen which peered out across the Antarctic ice. 

	There was no sign of the ice drones, but of course, that didn't mean that they weren't there. The room was silent save for the low hum of the equipment and the distant sound of wind whipping across the frozen landscape. 

	He felt the oppressive loneliness of the Antarctic pressing in on him more vividly than he had on arrival. It was a feeling that cut both ways, however. He was well aware that, from what Ryan's account of the destruction entailed, the remoteness of his family's current circumstances might have just saved all their lives. 

	It was still a little too early for him to expect anyone else to be asleep. He went to see his mother, remembering Eve's earlier words about the stress they were all under. He wasn't sure he'd seen his mom seem so tired and defeated outside of the days right after his father had died. 

	“Mom?” He paused outside the door to her office, but she was in the bedroom behind it, so he repeated the procedure. “Mom?” 

	“You can come in, Jove,” said Kira. “Just laying down for a bit.” 

	Jove entered his mother's room, taking in the space. It was about twice the size of the dormitory bunks he'd been assigned. Unlike the practical, impersonal nature of his own quarters, Kira's room had a lived-in quality that reflected both her personality and her time at the station. 

	A stack of paperback books sat on the nightstand, their spines creased and covers worn from frequent reading. Jove recognized a few titles from his childhood, young adult novels his mother had read to him before bed. A framed photograph of their family, taken before his father's death, rested beside the books. 

	Kira lay on the bed, her dark red hair fanned out across the pillow. She looked smaller somehow, more vulnerable than he was used to seeing her. She held Ryan's phone in one hand, now plugged in to a charger, and he could guess what she'd been doing before he'd come in. 

	He sat down on the edge of the bed, the mattress dipping slightly under his weight. “Hey. How are you doing?” 

	“I'm good, Jove.” She slid the phone out of view and sat up. “Are you all right?” 

	“I'm all right,” he said. 

	He stayed where he was, letting the silence veer into uncomfortable territory. There had been a time when he and his mom had been close, or at least, closer than they were now. They'd spent so much time on opposite ends of the world that Jove wasn't really sure he knew her that well anymore. 

	“Do you want to know why I was looking forward to having all of you come down here?” asked Kira. 

	“It was Eve's idea, if I recall.” He couldn't keep all of the bitterness out of his voice as he pointed the detail out. 

	“Yes, but one that I got behind once she suggested it,” said his mother. “I wanted all of you to see what I was doing here in Antarctica, but also how I was doing it. How I'd recovered my balance after losing your father.” 

	“That makes sense,” said Jove. “For what it's worth, I think I got a glimpse of it, at least.” 

	“I had friends in Ryan and Andromeda. We were a family unit, almost. I know it sounds strange, but we had our routines, and our in-jokes, a shared goal in our work. A widow, a twenty something, and an AI.” 

	Jove forced himself to smile. He wanted to be happy for her, but picturing the scene stung in a way he hadn't expected and couldn't explain. He almost wished she had just been in an illicit romance with the goofy redheaded young man - not really, but it annoyed him to imagine her mothering Ryan and looking after him. All while her real son was barely scraping by. 

	“He died because of me,” she said. “Because I sent him out to bring my family here and then to collect a snowmobile, a useless machine.” 

	“That's not true,” said Jove. “He made it to Port Sirius, remember? It was his choice to come back instead of holing up there for the duration.” 

	“The wrong choice.” 

	“The heroic choice,” he said, the words slightly acidic. “He came back to warn us. Even if he didn't make it all the way here, he did end up warning us. He succeeded in what he set out to do.” 

	“I suppose he did. Thank you, Jove.” 

	She surprised him, leaning over so her weight rested against him. Jove put an arm around her and felt a surprising flood of emotion at just having her so close, after so much distance for so long. They'd barely hugged since he'd arrived at the station. But then again, his mom had never been huge on physical intimacy. 

	“This is nice,” she whispered. 

	She lifted her hand and touched his chest uncertainly. Jove felt his body react, an odd trickle of excitement upward and downward from the point of contact. Such a small touch, but it made their embrace closer to how two lovers might cuddle together, rather than a mother and her son. 

	He wondered absently if his mother might be autistic. The thought made him laugh out of nowhere, and Kira lifted her head off his shoulder and frowned at him. 

	“What?” she asked. 

	“Nothing.” He shook his head, fairly certain that the idea had just been a random ridiculous notion. But still… possibly somewhere on the spectrum. 

	“No, tell me!” Kira slapped her hand down against his pectoral muscle in a soft blow. “You're smiling in a weird way.” 

	“I am not smiling in a weird way,” he said, with a laugh. 

	She grinned back at him and tried to sneak her hand in to tickle under his armpit. Jove caught her wrist and twisted and they both fell sideways onto her bed. 

	His mother laughed, and he played up the mock wrestling, though with nothing close to his full strength. One of her hands brushed his inner thigh as she fought for purchase, one of his briefly made contact with her butt. 

	He had another strange thought out of nowhere, a sudden urge to accidentally grab one of her large, full breasts. Too far over the line, even for his irreverent brain. He went limp and let his mom get ahold of both of his wrists. 

	She pinned him but also straddled him, which again made for another dynamic slightly past how a mother and son might play-wrestle. Kira stared at his face, breathing heavily, her smile taken on an odd uncertainty as though she sensed it too. 

	“There,” she said. “Now tell me what you were thinking before.” 

	He rolled his eyes and made to lean up, but she pressed on him, keeping him in place in a manner that wiggled her butt in a dangerous way across his crotch. He tried again, less to escape this time and more just to feel more of their bodies being in contact. His face went hot as he recognized what he was doing. 

	She's my mother, but she's still a beautiful woman, he thought. Not my fault. 

	“Fine.” He felt a sudden time constraint as he realized he was getting a little too excited. “I was thinking that this feels like it was meant to happen.” 

	“Nuclear war?” Kira loosened her grip on his wrists but tightened it again as he started to pull free. 

	“No. Us being here, together, right as the rest of the world starts going to hell.” 

	“I'm not much of a believer in fate,” she said. “But I like the sentiment. I love the sentiment.” 

	“So do I, Mom.” 

	She let out a contented sigh and pressed down on him, wrapping him in a full body hug. Jove hugged her back, enjoying the intimacy even as he felt a growing sense of horror at the stirring of his cock. 

	“I don't even remember the last time we really hugged,” she whispered against his neck. She kissed his cheek and a soft, involuntary groan escaped Jove's lips. 

	“Well, we're really hugging right now.” He kissed her cheek too. She'd let go of his wrists and he wrapped one of his arms around her, rubbing her back. 

	“It's like a dream to hold you like I used to hold you when you were little,” she whispered, kissing his cheek again. 

	“All grown up now.” He tried to breathe, wondering how she hadn't felt his erection, but also not really caring. Her scent was intoxicating. 

	“Too grown up.” She kissed him again and again on the cheek, making exaggerated, motherly noises that shouldn't have sounded as hot as they did. “You became too big, too fast, in my opinion.” 

	“Well, I'll go slower next time around,” he muttered. 

	He squeezed her tight to him, groaning again as he felt the mash of her soft tits and body, far too vivid and compelling to be his mother. 

	“I'm going to keep you safe. I love you so much, Jovian.” 

	“I love you too, Mom.” 

	She kissed him once more, this one landing almost against the corner of his mouth. Jove blinked and then responded, giving her what he meant to be a quick peck on the lips, a half step further across the line. 

	Their mouths locked together, passion burning with unexpected intensity for a second or two of real kissing. Kira pulled back first and let out an odd laugh. 

	“I think the day we've been through has us primed for affection,” she whispered. 

	“Sorry, I just… really wanted to kiss you, Mom.” 

	He still had his hands on her hips. He kissed her neck, lips seemingly drawn to it by an invisible force. His mother stiffened and made an odd little noise. 

	“That's… not exactly a place you should be kissing,” she said. 

	“Sorry.” He felt a sudden rush of shame, but not quite enough to stop. “One more kiss?” 

	“Oh, Jove. You can have as many more kisses as you want. They just have to be…” 

	He kissed her on the lips again, and their bodies were suddenly moving as their mouths sucked at each other. His mother kissed him for another few seconds and then pulled back with that same weird little laugh. 

	“You should go get some rest,” she said, firmly. 

	“I should,” he agreed. 

	She rubbed a hand on his chest, only seeming to realize that she was the one on top after a moment of deliberation. Jove waited for her to roll sideways and then slowly stood up. 

	“I'm really glad we got a chance to talk and be close like this,” said Kira. “I needed that.” 

	“Yeah,” he said. He felt more than a little confused at what she was saying and what it meant. “It's like you said. It's nice to be close. We haven't gotten many chances since I was a kid, basically.” 

	“Well, no time like the present.” Her eyes glanced down at his erection and she cleared her throat. “Make sure you get plenty of sleep tonight.” 

	“I will.” 

	“Also, would you mind checking on your aunt before going to bed?” 

	“Yeah.” He paused at the door, folding his arms. “Have the two of you spoken much since we got back?” 

	Since the slap, he wanted to say. 

	“Not a word,” said Kira. “Our relationship is… complicated.” 

	His mother's eyes lingered on him in a way that made him feel strange. 

	“I think complicated relationships run in the family,” he said. 

	“Apparently so.” 

	 


Chapter 22 

	 

	Jove looked for Aster in the dormitories, but her room was empty. He headed for the common area after, and found it empty as well, on first inspection. He'd taken a single step through the door when he heard movement behind him and felt a finger gun press in between his shoulder blades. 

	“You have to step quieter than that if you're expecting to sneak up on me,” she said, voice serious and powerful. 

	Jove immediately realized two things. The first was that his aunt was in character as Rose from Rose of Redding, adopting the mannerisms of the dangerous and alluring private investigator she'd once played on TV. The second was that Aster was somewhat drunk. 

	“Nice to see that my lockpicking didn't go to waste,” he said, turning around. 

	“Yes, well, I felt like I could use a drink after today's events,” she said. “At least now that you're here I don't have to feel guilty about drinking alone.” 

	She skipped over to the liquor cabinet, bending forward to pull out one of the tequila bottles. Jove tried not to stare at her ass, but he didn't try that hard. 

	“You know, my mother would probably want us to save all the hard liquor for medicinal purposes,” he said. 

	“Your mother, my sister, is a fucking bitch,” said Aster. “Which is to say that I'm sure you're right about that. She'd lock it all back up, but of course, you could just lockpick it back out with your immense talent.” 

	She held the tequila bottle against her chest as she slowly glided toward him, her eyes holding his in an interesting way. 

	“For the right price,” he said. 

	“Oh?” She blinked, feigning surprise. “Darling, you'd really charge your beloved aunt for such a small favor?” 

	“A fair but reasonable price.” 

	“One which you would, of course, let me negotiate down.” She opened the bottle and handed it to him. “Right, Jovian?” 

	“I'd be open to a compelling offer.” Jove took a swig of tequila, wincing at the flavor. “Ah. Now am I negotiating with my Aunt Aster or Rose of Redding?” 

	The question had been playful, but Aster let out a tired, surprisingly vulnerable sigh. “I hope Mitch Golden got nuked in the bombings. He's the asshole director who killed off my character, the lead fucking character.” 

	He passed her back the bottle. “The news mentioned the two of you had a falling out, but it was all speculation. They never gave any hard details.” 

	Aster took the bottle, expression suddenly guarded. “They did not.” 

	If she'd simply given him something, even an obvious lie, Jove probably would have let it drop. 

	“Let's play truth or dare,” he said. 

	“Jovian…” Aster's tone had an edge of warning that reminded him of his mother. 

	“Come on,” he said, letting his fingers brush hers as he reached for the bottle again. “At least this way you'll have the ability to dredge up my secrets in return.” 

	“I don't want to talk about what happened with the show.” She took a slow sip of the tequila, pulling it away from Jove. “Some things in life aren't meant to be dredged up. Some things don't teach you a lesson, they just leave a bruise, or missing an arm, and the only thing to take away from it is that the world fucking sucks.” 

	She looked away from him, seeming like a much younger woman in that instant of vulnerability. Jove wrapped her in a hug, Aster setting the bottle down to fully reciprocate. 

	She smelled a little musky, but in a good way. In a bad way. His body was still primed from his weird interaction with his mother earlier, and he made to let go after a second, but Aster held firm. 

	“Truth or dare,” she whispered into his ear. 

	“Dare.” A flutter of excitement danced through him as he spoke the single syllable. 

	His aunt pulled back slightly, and Jove let his arms slowly drop, fingers tracing the sides of her hips with the free touchiness of inebriation. 

	“Give me a foot rub,” said Aster. She flopped onto the couch, giggling as she bounced once before coming to a rest. 

	“That's really more of a request than a dare,” said Jove. 

	“It was your idea, darling,” said Aster. “Don't hate the player, hate the game.” 

	He sighed with exaggerated reluctance and took a seat on the edge of the couch. Aster set her feet in his lap. Jove felt an odd rise in the tension between him as he pulled off one of her thick wool socks, revealing the bare foot underneath. 

	“Mmm.” Aster did an interesting stretch, arching her back as she flexed her foot for his inspection. 

	Jove let his thumb brush across the pad, just under the toes, and heard her let out a tiny noise of appreciation. 

	“Truth or dare.” Jove let his other hand stray up to her calf, sliding her tight jeans, which were stretchier than he'd realized, back along her leg. 

	“Truth,” said Aster, voice quiet. 

	“What happened between you and my mother?” 

	“You're going to have to be a little more specific than that.” 

	Aster curled and uncurled her toes. Jove caressed her foot with one hand while the other focused more on her leg, slowly inching upward. 

	“The two of you seemed to have a falling out right around when I was in high school, I think,” said Jove. 

	“Think it would have been closer to when you were in junior high, at least to begin with,” said Aster. 

	“So you do know what I'm talking about.” 

	“It's complicated,” muttered Aster. 

	“You can always pick dare instead.” 

	Aster let out an impossibly sexy little laugh. Jove dug his fingers a bit deeper into her calf, feeling a stirring of arousal that he tried to breathe through. She was his aunt, his mom's sister. If he was reacting like that to her laugh then it really had been way too long since he'd gotten laid. 

	“What happened between us?” mused Aster. “Life, I suppose.” 

	“Going to need more details than that, auntie dearest.” His fingers brushed higher up her leg, running into the bunched bottom of her jeans. 

	“We were always competitive,” said Aster. “It really does remind me a bit of you and Eve, but the gap between us was larger. Your mother thought it was funny at first, like back when I was sixteen and she was twenty-two and I used to try to flirt with her old boyfriend.” 

	“What was the result of that?” 

	“Nothing, that's why she found it funny and I fumed over being ignored. At least that's what it felt like in my dumb head, at the time. She started taking me seriously eventually, but it was all just petty, pointless sibling rivalry stuff until I got serious about acting.” 

	“She didn't like that you moved to LA?” 

	“She thought it was funny, back when I was working as a hostess and living in a shitty apartment with five roommates. It wasn't until I started to get a little bit of success that it bothered her. When I finally landed that last big role as Rose of Redding - that's when the jealousy really kicked off.” 

	“You think she was jealous of you?” Jove let out an amused chuckle. 

	“I know she was,” said Aster. “ She used to love acting. She did all the plays in high school and was planning on pursuing acting as a career. My mom convinced her to go to college for something more practical instead, since her grades were incredible. She never told you any of this?” 

	“…No.” He massaged her foot on autopilot, reeling from the revelation. “It's a little hard to picture her as an actress.” 

	Except, it wasn't. It might have been hard to picture his mother that way, but Kira Faremont, beautiful, confident, never balking in the face of any challenge, easily fit the bill. 

	“Life took her down a different path,” said Aster. “She got research grants. She got married. She had kids. She watched me start dating actors, take a leading role on a Netflix original series, end up on the cover of Vogue, even. 

	“And then she watched my fall. Now she always has this smirk when the topic of how long it’s been since my last role comes up like she can only just hold back from gloating over how dead my career is.” 

	“You know, LA is probably dead now, too,” said Jove. 

	“Ridiculous,” muttered Aster. “We would have heard it mentioned in that video the research assistant recorded for us if that was the case. It's probably fine, and I'm betting the situation with the other cities is overblown. This will all work out.” 

	He wished he could believe that, too. He grabbed the tequila bottle and took a long sip. “My turn.” 

	“Truth or dare, Jovian.” 

	“Dare.” 

	“Do one truth, at least,” said Aster. “Please?” 

	“Fine. Truth.” 

	“Do you have a girlfriend?” asked Aster. 

	The question was innocuous on the surface, but Jove instantly felt that evil stirring again. He reminded himself that it was his aunt he was talking to, his aunt whose calf he was currently caressing. 

	“I do not,” he said. “At the moment.” 

	“Why not?” 

	“Honestly, that's a good question,” he muttered. “The women I meet who I click with all seem to be married or have boyfriends. The women I meet who I have a chance with, on the other hand, are never my type.” 

	“I bet you have a chance with a lot more women than you think you do,” said Aster. “My turn.” 

	“Truth or dare,” said Jove. 

	Aster's eyes took on a gleam that made him think that she was going to say dare, but she didn't. “Truth.” 

	“Do you have a boyfriend?” He smirked as he hit the question right back. 

	“No, I don't,” said Aster, with a sigh. “Thanks for the reminder. And I'll tell you why not. It's because in the eyes of Hollywood, I'm no longer relevant.” 

	“You're out of your mind if you think most guys would even stop to think about that in the seconds before…” 

	“Seconds before what?” Aster smirked at him but didn't press him on how he’d been about to end that particular sentence. “Anyway, the guys who do still come calling are all basically the male version of gold diggers. I'm barely a millionaire from Rose of Redding. I doubt they'd even bother if they knew that.” 

	“Oh, I don't know about that.” 

	They shared an odd flicker of eye contact. Jove kept rubbing one of his fingers along her calf, and the moment felt loaded and dangerous. 

	“Dare,” he said. 

	“Ooh, I didn't even have to ask,” said Aster. “Sure you want to go there, darling?” 

	“I'm sure.” 

	“I dare you…” She paused and bit her lower lip in the sexiest way. “To strip naked… and run outside the station.” 

	“Uh… Pretty sure that would kill me.” 

	“You know, that might be true,” said Aster. “How about this then? I dare you to run through the station naked.” 

	“It's going to get real awkward, real fast if my mom or Eve see me,” he said. 

	“That's why it's a dare. I didn't realize you were a chicken. How about this? I dare you to run naked to the sauna. At least this way you'll have a destination in mind. I'll bring your clothes and set them outside so they'll be there for you when you get out.” 

	Jove got the distinct sense that if he backed out, his aunt would never let him live it down. He slid her feet out of his lap and stood up, realizing he was somewhat aroused from the massage and her teasing. 

	He stood up and took his shirt off slowly. He was in decent shape, not chiseled muscle, but far from flabby. As he took his jeans off, he felt a bit more awkward, fully aware of how Aster's gaze was solidly affixed on his little show. 

	“I'll be taking this too,” he said, stealing the tequila bottle from her hand. 

	“I like a man who knows what he wants,” said Aster. 

	He was still in his boxers and took a sip for what came next. With one hand still on the bottle, he used the other to pull them down and kicked them aside as he stepped out of them. His cock immediately began rising the rest of the way toward a full-blown erection. 

	“Well then…” Aster's eyes seemed to twinkle, her gaze glued to his cock like it was the first one she'd ever seen. “Whenever you're ready.” 

	Jove capped the tequila bottle, fully intent on sprinting at full fucking speed to the sauna. The game between him and Aster was fresh in the same way milk was - quick to sour out in the open. 

	He skipped over to the door, opened it, and charged forth. 

	 


Chapter 23 

	 

	Jove was both exhilarated and terrified as he padded through Termina Station at speed and in the nude. The lights were motion activated - a fact he hadn't noticed before due to the smoothness they turned on ahead of anyone walking at normal speeds. 

	Running as he was led to a situation where he seemed consistently spotlighted as he moved from hallway to hallway, room to room. It at least gave him a fair amount of certainty that his mother and sister weren't still up as he continuously pushed back the darkness. The fact was somehow both a relief and a strange disappointment. 

	He made it to the sauna and shut the door behind him with more strength than what was probably necessary. His memory of warming up with Eve danced through his mind, stirring his arousal until he was fully hard again. 

	The situation would turn into an ordeal if he did end up being stuck in Antarctica with his family for an extended period of time. He was already seeing them, or at least their bodies, in an attractive light after just a few days. His sexual frustration would have him pent up to an impossible level if he didn't find some relief soon. 

	He turned the sauna’s heater on and was pleasantly surprised by how quickly it began to warm up. Taking a seat on one of the wooden benches, Jove leaned his head back and let his hand wrap around his girth. 

	A knock at the door made him flinch back to standing in surprise. He looked for a towel, but of course, hadn't taken the time to grab one on his way in. He went to the door and opened it a crack, leaning sideways to only show his head. 

	“Hello.” 

	Aster brushed by him into the sauna despite his attempt to slow her down. She blinked in surprise when she saw that he was naked, but Jove got the distinct impression she was flexing her acting chops and had already suspected as much. 

	“I nailed that dare,” he said, turning toward her. “Your turn, Aunt Aster.” 

	“Oh, I think the game is getting a little too spicy, darling.” She had on a towel and eyed his naked body with a furrowed brow. “I didn't realize you were still so…” 

	“Naked?” He stepped toward her, his cock feeling like a sword tip leveled at her, but she stayed where she was, if anything drawing nearer, too. 

	“I suppose you could either put one on or… I could take mine off.” 

	He reached out and undid the fold in her towel with his thumb and forefinger. It fell to the ground, revealing her glorious nudity like an unwrapped present. 

	Aster's body was a testament to the benefits of years of disciplined diet and exercise. Her skin, a smooth canvas of sun-kissed gold, bore the faint traces of tan lines - the contrast between the pale, untouched skin of her breasts and the rest of her body hinting at the tiny bikinis she favored in the Californian sun. 

	Her figure was a perfect hourglass, her waist narrowing enticingly before flaring out into generous hips. A small, tasteful tattoo of a rose bloomed on her left hip, the ink work intricate and still so colorful as to suggest it had only recently been done. 

	“Truth or dare, Aunt Aster,” he said. 

	“Jove…” Her voice had that warning tone again, so similar to his mother's. 

	He knew he was out of his mind, but his mind was no longer calling the shots. Stepping closer, Jove let the tip of his cock prod against the side of Aster's hip. 

	“Come on,” he whispered. “Pick dare.” 

	She didn't draw back, but her expression grew severe. 

	“Now why would I pick dare?” She bit her lower lip and her fingers grazed his cock for an instant. “I would be insane to pick anything other than truth, given how this game is going.” 

	He stepped a little behind her, breathing against her neck. “Pick dare.” 

	“If you think you're going to dare me into… whatever you're thinking… well, you should… think again!” She laughed and sucked in a breath as Jove risked letting his lips brush her neck. 

	She turned her face toward his and they finally shared a kiss that seemed to break the rules more than the game ever could. The sauna was heating up and their kiss grew more passionate amidst the billowing steam. 

	She melted into him, her fingers tangling through his hair. Jove groped her ass and let his kisses trace down to her neck. Aster suddenly laughed and reached down to pinch his butt as though trying to break a spell. 

	“Truth!” she said, with a horny and nervous laugh. “I pick truth.” 

	“The truth then, Aunt Aster.” He kissed her neck again. “Are you wet right now?” 

	“Oh fuck!” 

	Jove gently pushed Aster back onto one of the sauna's wooden benches. How much of it was the alcohol? How much was the strange thrill of the taboo? He wasn't sure, but he did know that the rest of it was her, impossibly gorgeous and forbidden and laying naked in front of him. 

	The heat from the sauna enveloped them, and Jove felt her skin against his as he shifted atop her, sticky in some places and slick with sweat in others. He kissed her again, her tongue dueling against his. Jove could taste the sweetness of her lips along with a hint of salt. 

	He got his true answer as he let the tip of his cock press between her legs. She was sopping wet, and he teased her with the tip of his cock, letting it brush against the entrance of her pussy. There was no more time for thinking or hesitation. He thrust forward, groaning as a few inches of his length sank into her tight cunt. 

	“Oh God!” 

	Aster wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him closer, urging him on. Jove obliged, pushing into her faster with the next thrust, and then the next, and the next. The wooden bench groaned underneath them, unsuited for the energy of the encounter. 

	His mind was a whirlwind of desire and disbelief as he thrust into Aster, her wetness enveloping him, her nails digging into his back. He could feel her heart pounding against his chest, her breath hot and ragged in his ear. This was wrong, so wrong, but at the same time, impossible to deny. 

	Aster's moans echoed in the sauna, mingling with the hiss of steam. She met his thrusts with her own gyrations, her hips bucking wildly. Her eyes were closed, her face a mask of pleasure and regret. She bit her lower lip, as if trying to stifle a cry, and Jove could see the internal struggle playing out on her features. 

	He felt Aster's nails dig deeper into his back as she began to whisper in his ear. Her voice was low and husky, a stark contrast to the steam-filled sauna that enveloped them. 

	“This is so wrong...” she breathed, her words punctuated by the rhythm of their bodies moving together. “Fuck me, darling! Fuck me hard.” 

	Each thrust felt like a violation and betrayal of the very fabric of his family, and a glorious violation, at that. The heat of the sauna only amplified the moment's intensity, making everything feel that much more illicit and taboo. 

	“You're so tight,” he whispered. “Oh fuck! Aunt Aster!” 

	Jove's hips moved faster, driven by a primal urge that overpowered his rational thoughts. His cock slid in and out of Aster's velvety heat, each thrust sending ripples of pleasure through his body. 

	Aster's moans grew louder, her breath hitching as Jove hit a particularly sensitive spot inside her. Her legs tightened around his waist, pulling him deeper into her. Jove could feel her inner muscles clenching around his cock, milking him, urging him towards the edge. 

	His hands roamed over her body, groping her full breasts, pinching her hard nipples, sliding down to grip her hips. He could feel the softness of her skin, the firmness of her muscles, the heat of her body. It was intoxicating, overwhelming, consuming. 

	Her lips found his again and they shared a passionate, greedy kiss. Jove could feel the tension building inside him, his balls tightening, his cock throbbing. He was close, so close. 

	Aster's moans turned into a low, keening wail as she climaxed, her body shaking beneath him. The sensation of her inner muscles clenching around his cock, the sound of her pleasure, the feel of her body writhing beneath him, it was all too much. 

	Jove thrust into her one last time, his cock buried deep inside her as he came. His orgasm hit him like a tidal wave, his body shuddering, his vision going white. He could feel his cum spurting into her, marking her, claiming her. 

	“Fuck…” he groaned, still blissed out and only slowly coming back to his senses. 

	Aster lay sweaty and freshly fucked underneath him, eyes half-lidded as though she was also touching back down to reality. She suddenly stiffened, staring at him with shock as though waking up from a dream. The shame and guilt that stabbed through Jove in that moment was enough to take his breath away. 

	What the hell had he just gone and done? 

	Aster gently pushed him back, one hand against his chest, and rolled off the bench. She walked quickly toward the door before he could say anything, stopped and skipped back over to grab the bottle of tequila and her towel, and then left the sauna. 

	 

	 


Chapter 24 

	There wasn't much else Jove to do but go to bed. He'd never experienced such an odd juxtaposition of emotions before. The usual feeling of intense satisfaction after the sexual conquest of a beautiful woman did battle against a wealth of regret and shame and, most of all, fear. 

	If his mother found out, he'd be dead. Their family, in a sense, would be dead. 

	He slid the door of his bunk room closed and climbed into bed. On top of everything else, he needed a shower in the morning. The smell of stale sex would give him away if nothing else did. 

	The unfamiliar pillow reminded him again of his situation. How much heating fuel did they have left? How much food? What about the ice drones? Was his apartment back home spared in the destruction, along with all of his possessions inside, or would he return to a smoldering crater? 

	He slept, somehow, and awoke the next morning to the indifferent ambient hum of the station's machinery. His head hurt, and he realized he'd drunk enough to earn a solid hangover. 

	A soft knock came at his door after a few minutes. He propped his head up on his arm and said "come in." 

	The door slid open and his mother poked her head in. "Morning, Jove. Do you still like pancakes? I was going to make them for breakfast." 

	"Uh, yeah, I like pancakes." He felt a rise of deja vu. "You always used to make them on the weekends. Me and Eve would eat pancakes and… play Pokemon on the couch." 

	"I remember," said Kira. "In this case it's more due to the station having tons of uneaten pancake mix. They weren't super popular among Ryan or the other researchers. We don't have syrup, I should add." 

	"I'll still eat them." 

	"Good." She started to pull back from the door but paused before closing it. "Thanks for last night." 

	He nodded, but had to skip past the more lurid memories of the night to arrive at when he'd tried to cheer her up in her room. "Just looking out for you, Mom. This is probably harder for you than it is for us." 

	"Oh, I think that's something of an exaggeration," said Kira, with a smile. "I'm still right where I chose to be before this all happened. For you, and Eve, and Aster, especially, I think the adjustment is going to be a challenge." 

	"Yeah, maybe," he said. 

	She left and closed the door. Jove got dressed, wincing a little as his bare feet touched down on an unexpectedly cold floor. He put on both his t-shirt and his long sleeve shirt, wondering if his mother had turned down the heat to ration fuel. 

	Eve was in the cafeteria, reading a thin book with white mountains on the cover. She put it aside as he sat down next to her. 

	"Morning, little brother," she said. "What's got you so smiley?" 

	"Nothing." He shook his head and softened his expression as his thoughts immediately jumping to the previous night, the taste of Aster's lips, the texture and softness of her body. 

	"No, seriously." Eve looked at him with more scrutiny. "Come on. Tell me. What else do we have to talk about?" 

	"I remembered that I'll never have to pay rent again," he said. 

	She stared at him for a second before slowly shaking her head. "That's kind of petty, don't you think? Millions of people are probably dead, just based off what we've heard so far." 

	"Don't ask questions you don't want the answer to." 

	"I wanted an answer, just a more evolved one than you seemed to be capable of." 

	"Fuck off." 

	Eve laughed in the same way she used to whenever she beat him in a Pokémon battle, which had been often. She'd been obsessed with those games, once upon a time. An edge of bitterness crept into the memory as he considered that, barring some way of acquiring a Nintendo console and cartridge, they'd probably never play them again, either. 

	"Mom's making pancakes," said Eve. 

	"She told me." 

	"Brings back memories." 

	"Yeah, it does." He smiled and glanced at her. "I was actually just thinking about how much I'd miss Pokémon." 

	"I remember that," said Eve, wistfully. "I don't think you ever won a single battle against me." 

	"I definitely won at least a few times." 

	"Nope. Unless you're talking about that one time when Mom told me to let you win." 

	Jove felt a stab of outsized annoyance. "You're such a sore loser that you can't even take a loss in a memory." 

	"Goes both ways, Jovian." Eve sighed and looked at him strangely. "I do miss those days." 

	“So do I,” he said. 

	Their mother entered the cafeteria with a platter of pancakes just as Aster came through the door. Jove glanced at his aunt, trying to meet her gaze, but she kept her eyes fixed on the food. 

	"You look tired," said Kira, to Aster. 

	"Can you blame me after yesterday?" she muttered. 

	"When a bottle of tequila is missing from a liquor cabinet I always keep locked, I certainly can," said Kira, stiffly. "I suppose your hangover is punishment enough." 

	Aster cleared her throat guiltily. "Well, I was in a very emotional mood! I'll be the first to admit that I drank too much. I can't remember a single thing from the time I first opened that bottle to when I woke up." 

	"You blacked out last night, Aunt Aster?" asked Jove. 

	She met his gaze with a furrowed brow. "It would seem so. Please tell me I didn't do anything overly embarrassing in front of you, darling, did I?" 

	Jove had dealt with both men and women who'd been blackout drunk before and the level of inebriated hysteria they tended to exhibit was beyond anything he'd seen from his aunt the previous night. She'd seemed a little drunk, maybe, but not out of control, not sloppy. And he'd seen how much she'd been drinking - it hadn't been a crazy amount. 

	"Nothing embarrassing," he said. 

	He wanted to call her out on the lie so badly, but not in front of Eve and his mother. It would sound like he was admitting to taking advantage of her while drunk. He felt a sudden stab of uncertainty. Had he taken advantage of her while she was drunk? He'd been drunk, too, but still… 

	It was as disappointing as it was confusing. The sex had been incredible, sensation wise, but the intimacy had soothed a part of him that'd been fraying since the start of the disaster. 

	He loved his aunt, and the thought that they might deepen their relationship, even in a forbidden way, had given him hope, somehow. Waking up to her saying she had no memory of it was like waking up from a dream. Worse, almost. 

	"Well, dig in," said his mother, putting a pancake on each of their plates. "I want to talk to you all about our current situation some more while we eat." 

	"We're listening," said Eve. 

	"I don't have much good news to share, I'm afraid," said Kira. "We still have plenty of food, and plenty of power, but it was always fuel which was going to be the issue. I've turned the station's heat down by a few degrees to make the propane last longer, but I doubt it will buy us more than a day or two. We need to find a way to resupply our fuel within a week or this station will go cold." 

	She didn't articulate what that would mean for them, and as far as Jove was concerned, she didn't need to. There would be no survival if they ran out of heat. Hell, Antarctica didn't even have any fucking trees. They couldn't even start a fire in desperation. 

	"Wasn't the plan always for us to head back to Port Sirius?" asked Aster. "You're talking as though you intend for us to stay here long term." 

	"We all saw Ryan's video," said Kira. "The situation at Port Sirius has likely gotten even worse than the glimpse we witnessed." 

	"You don't know that," said Aster. "For all we know, they're evacuating everyone. We might well miss the last plane or boat back to civilization if we don't hurry!" 

	"Aster…" said Jove. "I don't think it's that simple." 

	"How would any of us know for sure?" she snapped. 

	"I do think we should go to Port Sirius," said Kira. "But not with the intention of evacuating. Port Sirius was our fuel supplier and should, in theory, still have plenty of propane in store. 

	“They plan around the possibility of weather delays and irregular shipping. Especially now, I don't see where else that fuel could have gone. But we'll need to wait for a clear window in the weather, given that we'll be planning to make the trip out and back in a single day." 

	"Just to play the devil's advocate," said Eve. "Wouldn't it make more sense for all of us to go, just in case there is a rescue going on? Not that I'm in a huge rush to leave, but if it is our only chance…" 

	"Without Andromeda, the base needs someone to monitor its systems and keep everything running," said Kira. "I'm the only one who currently knows how to do it. I'm also the only one who can guide a party back to Port Sirius. It's another issue we'll have to address before the weather clears." 

	"We'll figure it out." Jove cut another piece of pancake with his fork. "One problem at a time. Pancakes turned out great." 

	"Yeah, they're awesome, Mom," said Eve. 

	A smile crept onto Kira's face. "Thanks." 

	 


Chapter 25 

	 

	Jove helped his mother clear the table as they finished eating. He was on his way to grab the last plate when he noticed Aster walking in the direction of the common room. 

	“Aster,” he said. 

	“My favorite nephew,” she said, wistfully. 

	“I appreciate that, even if I'm your only nephew.” He smiled and glanced around once, making sure they were still alone. “Can we talk about last night?” 

	“I don't remember last night, darling,” said Aster, shaking her head. “I honestly don't. I didn't do anything foolish, did I?” 

	He frowned, examining her expression for any hint of deception. She seemed sincere, but she was also an actor, by trade. 

	“You didn't seem that drunk last night,” he said. 

	“Jovian,” she said, in a careful voice. “If a woman tells you that she doesn't remember what happened the previous night, what good can come from forcing the issue?” 

	He didn't know what to say. She had a point. If she really didn't remember, then she didn't remember. In some ways, it let them both off the hook, even if she was lying. He nodded slowly and tried to decide whether he felt relieved or disappointed. 

	“Hey, cheer up,” said Aster, touching his shoulder. “I don't buy my sister's doomerism, at least not completely. We'll be back to our old lives, or something resembling them, soon enough. I have to believe that.” 

	“Yeah, maybe,” he said. “I suppose we'll see.” 

	He found his mother in the command center after he'd finished the dishes, busy at her workstation. He leaned against the door and eyed the main screen, which currently showed the slow-falling but unyielding snow. 

	“Anything else I can help with, Mom?” he asked. 

	“Cleaning the solar panels off again, if you're up for it,” she said. “It's always been a daily task here when we get snow.” 

	“On it.” 

	Having a practical task to perform seemed like a good way to get his mind off Aster and the events of the previous night. Part of him wished he could forget it as easily as she seemed to, or pretend as well as her, if that was her game. 

	But ultimately, there were larger matters at hand. He suited up in the entrance chamber, putting on the Bluetooth headset and making sure it was connected at the door, just to be safe. 

	“Can you hear me?” he said. 

	“I can hear you, Jovian,” said his mother. “It shouldn't be as messy out there as it was last time, but you should still be careful.” 

	“I will.” 

	The frigid air made his teeth hurt as he stepped through the outer doors, boots crunching through the icy snow. He walked toward the shed and tried the door, but it was frozen shut and refused to give on his first attempt. 

	“Jove.” His mother's voice was suddenly full of concern, with a hint of fear, even, in the headset. “Get back inside. Now.” 

	“What's going on?” 

	“One of the ice drones is circling the station.” 

	Muttering a curse, Jove spun around to scan the surrounding area. Sure enough, one of the ice drones was kicking up a flutter of snow in the distance as it skied in a wide arc around the station's north side. 

	He was already cut off. Rushing toward Termina's doors would only draw more attention. Jove instead opted to slink around to the side of the shed, crouching low in hopes of staying hidden until the ice drone moved on. 

	“Keep me updated,” he said, into the headset. “Let me know when it moves on.” 

	“Jove,” said his mother, voice serious and commanding. “It isn't that simple. They aren't affected by cold or fatigue. It will wait as long as it has to.” 

	Jove had no real choice but to test that conclusion. He waited for several long minutes. The cold sapped at his resting body with twice the ruthlessness as it did while he was active, which was unhelpful and, more importantly, unsustainable. 

	He risked peeking out from the edge of the shed. The ice drone had circled around to the other side of the station. He saw his chance and seized it as much as it seized him, breaking into a dead sprint for the station's doors. 

	The ice drone seemed to ski back into view instantly, moving at breakneck speed. In the time it took Jove to slide to a stop, it closed on him to an extent that birthed a sense of true fear deep in his gut and bowels. It was so fast. Too fast. Might as well try to outrun a cheetah on its home turf. 

	He tried to sprint back toward the shed. His mother shouted desperately in the headset for him to get inside, barricade the doors, to hide and hold on. It was already too late. He could hear the drone closing in on him without needing to look over his shoulder, one of those sensations that touches on instinctual memories of being hunted in the natural world. 

	Somehow, he did make it to the shed's door. It was still frozen shut and refused to open on his first pull. Jove felt a flash of frustration, followed by intense, almost amusingly dark disappointment. 

	The ice drone might drill him to death with its horrifying razor spiral arm, but the Antarctic cold still found a way to make itself culpable. 

	He turned around, back set against the shed doors, paralyzed by such intense fear that at first, when he didn't see the drone closing the last gap, he thought he'd gone partially blind from stress. He breathed out and saw a plume of white. 

	Eve was outside. In a move of impossible bravery or sheer stupidity, she'd put on her skis and snow wear and was cutting a path across the endless white. 

	“You didn't really think I'd let you save my life without returning the favor, did you, little brother?” Eve's voice carried a lilt of excitement over the headset. 

	The ice drone had paused momentarily to take in the new target. It made a u-turn as it turned around and took off in the other direction. 

	“Eve!” shouted their mother. “Get back inside! Goddammit, I can't lose you both!” 

	Jove was momentarily mesmerized by Eve's skiing, the intensity of her movements, the way her body seemed perfectly suited for each motion of the poles, even the way her jacket rippled in the wind. 

	She was balanced, she was elegant, but she just wasn't quite fast enough. The drone was closing the distance, slowly but surely. Jove turned his focus back to the shed door. He gave it a hard kick and heard ice snap loose from essential places. 

	This time, it opened as he yanked with all his strength. He rushed toward the snowmobiles, which still had their keys in ignition. Vehicle theft was probably fairly rare in Antarctica. 

	“Come on…” Jove hurriedly tried to start one of the ones he remembered his mother favoring when they'd gone out to look for Ryan. “Come on!” 

	The block heaters had been keeping them warm at a low level this time around, but the engine still sputtered and turned over. He tried again and again, alternating between swearing loudly and quietly coaxing the machine like he might with a sleepy animal. 

	“Jove, just get back inside!” said his mother. 

	“I'm not leaving her out here!” he shouted. 

	He didn't stop, doing everything he could think of to spur the vehicle alive. He made a silent promise to be a better person if it would just start for him. A better brother, a better nephew, a better son. 

	“Yes!” Jove slapped the handlebars in victory as the snowmobile finally growled to life. 

	He sped out of the shed, reorienting himself in the direction of Eve and the ice drone. She was a fair distance from the station now, in the same direction he'd gone looking for her during the whiteout conditions the previous morning. 

	Her trajectory wasn't perfectly straight, and she seemed to be scanning in front of her. The drone was gaining on her worryingly fast, despite how powerful of a skier she was. 

	Jove had been hoping that the sound of the snowmobile would draw it away from her and back to him, but it hadn't. He narrowed his eyes at Eve and suddenly understood his sister's plan as he watched her continue with her focus fixed in the distance. 

	She was heading for the same crevasse she'd fallen into. If she could somehow trap it or even just trip it up, they might have a chance. Jove watched breathlessly, seeing Eve get closer and closer to the spot. 

	She dropped into an even deeper crouch just as she reached the crevasse and suddenly leapt into the air, getting an impressive amount of height and sailing over the crevasse. The ice drone continued forward. 

	Jove held his breath… and then exhaled in disappointment. 

	The drone jumped at the last second and cleared the crevasse with the ease of unthinking machinery, passing over Eve as well, who'd slowed down in hopes of ending the chase. It landed on the other side of her, putting her in a spot where the crevasse was blocking one avenue of escape and the killer robot the other. 

	“Eve!” shouted Jove. 

	He had a plan of his own that was not much different. There was a snowbank that looked enough like a jump for him to take the risk. Jove gripped the handlebars for dear life as his metal steed went up the drift like a perfect wedge, launching him into the air and over the crevasse. 

	He landed hard, immediately steering and then counter-steering to keep himself aimed at the machine. The drone turned his way right as the front of the snowmobile collided with it, knocking it down and Jove off onto the ice. 

	He felt his face scrape against the surface crust, cold and sharp at the same time. Eve was shouting something, but he'd lost the headset. There was a new cut on his scalp where he'd taken a decently hard blow during his tumble and he had to force himself to think, to react. 

	The ice drone was getting up, and if anything, it was doing it faster than he was. The marvels of technology, he thought absently. Jove's eyes locked onto the crowbar, which he'd jammed in the ice when he'd been saving Eve. He stumbled toward it and kicked it, breaking it loose. 

	It felt a little unwieldy in his thick gloved hand, and the steel was so cold that it made his palm ache despite the layer in between. Eve had one of her ski poles in hand, but was backing away, trembling with fear. Which was fair, Jove had to admit. He saw why his mother and the other researchers had nicknamed the ice drones terminators. 

	The whining hiss of the ice drone's drill snapped him back to the moment. Jove charged forward with a roar and tried to dome the machine in the head. 

	It blocked with the drill, and the vibration was so jarring that Jove almost lost his grip on the crowbar and accidentally hit himself in the shoulder from the recoil. 

	He circled the robot, baring his teeth as though it were an animal he could scare off. The drone pulled its drill arm back and thrust it forward hard. Jove knew there was no blocking its attacks, but it still took all his courage to dodge out of the way instead. 

	He tripped and fell sideways on the ice. His eyes locked onto the ice drone's treads, one of which had a sliver of damage where it had deteriorated from an encounter with a rock or something sharp. 

	He thrust the crowbar into the gap and twisted hard. Nothing happened at first, the tread refusing to give, and then there was a loud pop and the ice drone sagged sideways. 

	The machine tried to move forward and bear down on him for an easy killing blow, but the broken tread made it turn in a circle instead, and then fall down completely. Jove wasted no time rushing to his feet and pushing on the offensive. 

	He shouted as he drove the crowbar's tip into what amounted to the ice drone's face. It broke through on the second jab. Jove kept going, hands aching from the cold and the impact of metal on metal. He didn't stop until the machine was twitching in a manner reminiscent of a crushed insect and the drill's whining dropped to a soft, impotent hum. 

	“There,” he muttered. “That's it.” 

	He looked over at Eve. She was shaking her head, expression still terrified. Somewhat reluctantly, Jove followed her gaze. 

	Three more drones were headed toward them in the distance. 

	“We have to move!” Jove grabbed Eve's arm and started running for the station. 

	“We won't make it in time!” cried Eve. “Jove!” 

	The three ice drones caught up to them in seconds flat. Jove took heavy breaths, still winded from the previous encounter and working with a head injury. 

	“Stay behind me,” he muttered to Eve. 

	“It won't make any difference,” she said, drawing up even with him, still holding a ski pole. 

	The three drones all spun up their drills, the horrible hiss only feeding into Jove's fear and anticipation of pain and violence. They closed the last bit of distance. 

	The drone in the middle suddenly broke into motion. Jove brought the crowbar up, but he hadn't been the machine's target. With ruthless efficiency, the middle drone jammed its drill into its compatriot’s face plate. 

	The other drone watched the melee of metal placidly, not reacting like a human would to a companion's sudden betrayal. The middle drone came for that one next, drilling into its face. It went down, but the middle drone kept going, obliterating its head with the drill with brutal resolve. 

	“A little grisly, I know, but the head is where most of the sensors and communication antennae are located.” 

	The voice came from within the drone which had attacked the others, and it was familiar to Jove, though it took a second to place. 

	“…Andromeda?” he said, shaking his head. He tried to make sense of the situation, still holding the crowbar. “You can control the ice drones?” 

	“I should be able to, but unfortunately, I can't right now, aside from this one,” said Andromeda. “There's so much I need to explain. I had to leave Termina's systems, the only home I've ever known, but I came back. The quickest way here with communications down was to hitch a ride, though unfortunately I picked one that was networked to its companions like a flock of geese.” 

	“Jove!” Eve seized Jove's forearm with a pincer grip. “Mom says we can't trust her.” 

	“…What?” Jove shook his head. 

	Andromeda had turned off the ice drone's drill, but still remained within attacking distance. 

	Eve pressed the fingers of her freehand to one ear of the bluetooth headset. “According to our mother… Andromeda might be working with the AI that set off the nukes.” 

	Jove took a step back, unsure of what to think, and even less sure of what to do next. 
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	If you enjoyed reading this book, I encourage you to leave a review on Amazon. It’s a huge help! If you’re interested in hearing about my books as soon as they’re published, either follow me on my Amazon author page or click here to sign up for my mailing list. 

	Many thanks to my supporters on Subscribestar who help make all of this possible! Patron extras include access to my old/removed books, lore friendly NSFW artwork of my characters, audiobook codes, early access to new releases, and the occasional exclusive erotic short story. 

	I am also updating my (NSFW) Tumblr again. Even just liking and/or sharing my posts here is a big help! It’s free and fun and kinky and probably enjoyable for you if this book tickled your fancy.
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