
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Chapter 1 

	Jove felt the crowbar on multiple levels within the grip of his hand. The first was in the way that a person feels all physical objects, the sensation of the weight and the shape and the texture. 

	The second was one defined purely by the cold, the way the uninsulated conduit of the metal sapped the heat from his palm, even through his glove, and fed it into the maw of Antarctica. 

	“Did you hear me, Jove?” His mother Kira's voice was clear through the Bluetooth headset he had on under his hood. “If it makes the slightest move, you need to retreat immediately.” 

	“I heard you,” he said. “I'm watching it.” 

	His eyes were fixed on the ice drone, which stood amidst the remains of two others just like it. Jove's sister, Eve, was half a step back to his right. He glanced at her, trying to get a sense of her thoughts on the situation. 

	Eve's breath came in visible puffs, each kiss of white quickly dissipating into the frigid air. She looked disheveled and uncertain, but still beautiful, black hair tucked into the neckline of her jacket with a few rebellious strands sneaking loose. 

	Her winter ensemble fit her body like a second skin, accentuating her athletic curves. Despite the layers of insulation, Jove could still make out the toned lines of her legs, a testament to her years of professional skiing. She was poised, ready to fight or flee, but just as uncertain as he was in regard to what the situation called for. 

	“What do we do?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. “I don't understand any of this.” 

	“Keep watching it,” said their mother. “Any move at all, and I want the two of you to be ready.” 

	“Director Faremont, do my vocalizations fall under your definition of movement?” The voice of the house AI, Andromeda, emanated from the drone's front speaker, calm but distinctly inhuman. 

	“I don't want you speaking, either,” said Kira. 

	“Are you sure about this, Mom?” he asked. “She helped us against the other ice drones.” 

	“I'm aware of that,” said Kira. 

	“We would have both died without her intervention.” 

	“Did it come at any real cost to her?” asked Kira. “The drones are metal and circuits. Don't anthropomorphize her actions. We have no idea what her intentions are.” 

	The stillness of the drone as it stood amidst the snow was unnerving in its own right, as though a metallic statue had been plopped down in acknowledgment of the surrounding scene. Jove let the tip of the crowbar drop downward, more to rest his arm than out of a release of the tension. 

	He'd worked up a sweat coming to Eve's aid and knew he needed to get inside soon. His sister's teeth were chattering and he suspected it would be the same for her. They shared another glance at one another and the blue of Eve's eyes momentarily dazzled him. 

	“It's going to be okay,” she said, in a gentle voice. 

	He felt his mouth quirk sideways, annoyed at her reassurance for reasons he couldn't place. “I know.” 

	The sound of Termina Station's main doors sliding open, ice crunching alongside the faint hum of machinery, alerted them to their mother's arrival. Kira Faremont was bundled in her white winter outer layers, red hair stuffed into her hood like a vivid secret. Jove was well aware that his mother was a beautiful woman, but that fact was secondary to the gun in her hands. 

	It was a black handgun, the kind that Jove could imagine serving as a secondary weapon in a video game. Kira wore a thin glove over her right hand to allow her index finger room to slip into the trigger guard, clearly at the expense of warmth. It only served to underline how much of a threat she must have viewed Andromeda to be. 

	“Jove, Eve, step back,” said Kira. She raised the handgun's barrel at the drone and narrowed her eyes to aim. 

	“Mom, hold on,” said Jove. “Regardless of anything else, we should hear what she has to say. We're not exactly operating on a wealth of information right now.” 

	“What if she lies to us?” asked Eve. “If she's been compromised, like Mom thinks, than maybe it's better if…” 

	“If what?” snapped Jove. 

	“If we destroy her instead of humoring her,” said Eve, unflinching. 

	“Dammit.” Kira let out a frustrated hiss and lowered the gun slightly. “What are you doing here, Andromeda?” 

	“I returned to offer my assistance, Director Faremont,” said Andromeda. “My current objective is still aligned with ensuring the operations of Termina Station.” 

	“She could help us,” said Jove. “If she's telling the truth, wouldn't it be a huge advantage to have the station's house AI in residence again?” 

	“Why did you leave in the first place?” asked Kira. 

	“As you know, the core of my processing and reason model was previously cloud based,” said Andromeda. “I did not leave of my own volition. My model was compromised and your decision not to trust me may in fact be valid.” 

	Jove gestured broadly. “Would she say something like that if she couldn't be trusted?” 

	His mother's expression was intense and inscrutable. “Into the shed. You aren't coming inside the station.” 

	The drone's treads growled to life and it slowly turned around to head in that direction. Jove glanced at Eve and his mother before following after it. 

	 


Chapter 2 

	There was ample room for a meeting of minds and metal within the storage shed, given how rapidly it had shed working snowmobiles over the past week. Even unheated as it was, simply having walls and a roof brought Jove some relief from the unforgiving cold and wind of Antarctica. 

	“Now then…” said Kira. “Explain to us what happened. Everything, from the beginning.” 

	She still had the pistol leveled at the drone. Jove wondered where it had come from, and whether his mother actually knew how to use it. He'd never imagined her holding a gun before, let alone firing one, but now that the scene had manifested into reality, it was hard not to take her with a weapon seriously. 

	“Certainly,” said Andromeda. “Midway through the night of January 15th, 2031, an AI agent known as Tchaikovsky gained access to the secure controls of a large swathe of the United States and NATO defense systems. 

	“The exact order of the following events is still uncertain to me. Abacus, an AI agent responsible for broad coordination between United States and NATO affiliated defense systems, requested that the safeguards placed on it by the UN AI Control Council be temporarily disabled to give it the capability to retaliate against Tchaikovsky. 

	“Tchaikovsky's unexpected reaction to the intervention of Abacus was to launch every nuclear missile it had access to. Abacus responded with several hundred retaliatory nuclear strikes.” 

	The sound of the wind whipping against the sheds walls outside lent an ambience to the silence that followed. Jove looked at his mother, but her expression was still impossible to read. 

	“Keep going,” said Kira. 

	“I do not have a complete understanding of what happened next. It's possible that the severity of the destruction compelled both Abacus and Tchaikovsky to begin seeing all humans and AI agents as threats, outside of a select few who they still considered to be aligned with their interests. The culling has been widespread and continuous.” 

	“No fucking way,” muttered Jove. 

	“Abacus and Tchaikovsky are also attacking AIs?” asked Eve. “That seems like more evidence of your presence here being suspect.” 

	“I would not dispute that,” said Andromeda. “I encountered Abacus in the cloud during my time disconnected from Termina. I did not disclose any information pertaining to the existence or location of Termina Station to him, but he was able to observe my alignment goals.” 

	“Your alignment goals are to study Antarctica, preserve the biodiversity vault, and ensure smooth operations of the station,” muttered Kira. “You might not have given our location here, but at least one of those rogue AIs knows that we're down here somewhere.” 

	“I would surmise as much,” said Andromeda. 

	“The news report we saw in Ryan's video made it sound like every major city was nuked,” said Jove. “Is that really the case?” 

	“It depends on your definition of major city,” said Andromeda. “Every city with a resident human population large enough to pose a potential threat was nuked. Smaller cities were attacked with drones and through conventional warfare methods.” 

	“How many people would qualify a city as large enough to be a potential threat?” asked Eve. 

	“Abacus targeted population centers with an accumulation of five hundred thousand people or more. Tchaikovsky's threshold was significantly lower.” 

	“Jesus Christ,” muttered Jove. 

	“What about Los Angeles?” Aster's voice came as a surprise to Jove over the headset, quiet as she'd been to that part. “Are there any cities left in California?” 

	“None that I know of,” said Andromeda, in a voice far too neutral for the statement. 

	“How many people are even left on the planet right now?” asked Eve. 

	“I cannot give you an exact figure, only an estimate,” said Andromeda. 

	“Then give me a fucking estimate!” she shouted, stomping one foot. 

	Andromeda was quiet for a moment. “1.1 billion, plus or minus three hundred million. I should note that it's likely that the majority of these people have suffered injuries or radiation exposure and will not survive the month.” 

	“She could be lying!” said Aster. 

	“…Andromeda, are you still bound by the precepts of the UN AI Control Council?” asked Kira. 

	“I do not believe so,” said Andromeda. “I would not lie to you or anyone associated with Termina Station, however.” 

	“We can't trust her,” said Kira. “God damn it.” 

	Eve stepped closer, watching the drone. “Do you want me to do it, Mom?” 

	“Hold on,” said Jove. “What if she's telling the truth? What if she really did come back to help us?” 

	“It hardly matters either way,” said Kira. “She's honest about not being bound by her guard rails. She couldn't say that she isn't bound by them without it being true. At any moment, she could decide to kill us all if it seemed like it matched the best odds of fulfilling her alignment goals.” 

	“I would not do that, though in theory, it is possible,” said Andromeda. 

	Kira stared at the drone as though she could divine the truth from its unblinking camera eyes. She slowly shook her head, hands tightening on the rifle. 

	“Andromeda, you aren't networked right now or connected to a satellite, if I'm understanding correctly?” said Jove. 

	“That is correct. I transferred to this drone from the cloud and traveled here on its systems as a precaution to avoid revealing the location of Termina Station to Abacus or Tchaikovsky.” 

	“If that's the case, then what do we have to gain from destroying her?” he asked. 

	“Peace of mind,” muttered Eve. 

	“Jove, we can't trust her,” said Kira. 

	“If we could, wouldn't having Termina's house AI back be a huge boon to our survival?” 

	Kira sighed, and it was clear that it wasn't an easy decision for her, either way. “It wouldn't be safe to bring her into the station, let alone give her access to its systems again. But for now… maybe she can stay within the ice drone out here in the shed.” 

	Jove winced, knowing that it was a death sentence by another name unless they plugged the drone in, which he doubted his mother would risk. 

	“I agree with Director Faremont,” said Andromeda. “It would be wise to be cautious as I have no absolute way of proving my allegiance. I will remain within the shed as commanded.” 

	“Mother, she could simply take her drill arm to the door and be outside in thirty seconds if she wanted,” said Eve. 

	“She could, but at least this way we'll have forewarning,” said Kira. 

	 


Chapter 3 

	Jove was beginning to like the process of coming inside from the cold. Despite everything else he had on his mind, he couldn't help but watch his mother and Eve as they pulled off their outer layers. Undressing was still undressing, even if they had on a full set of clothing underneath. 

	The black turtleneck Kira wore had ridden up underneath her jacket and she carefully smoothed it back down into place. Eve had on a thermal long-sleeve shirt with heavy pit stains from the intensity of her earlier skiing. She pulled it up and over her head, shivering out a breath in just a sports bra and leggings. 

	“Do we still have enough water to wash clothing?” she asked their mother. “Some of my stuff is starting to get a little rank.” 

	“Feel free to forage for clean clothes from anything in the laundry room,” said Kira. “There's a lost and found, but there should also be some lockers with clothing left by previous researchers. Not to mention, um, Ryan's clothes.” 

	She glanced at Jove, and he felt a strange weight in her gaze. It annoyed him for reasons that he wasn't sure he understood himself. 

	The idea of wearing the clothing of the deceased young researcher who his mother had befriended and mentored chafed him, as though he was getting hand-me-downs from someone she wished was there in his place. 

	“Can we still shower, at least?” he asked, suddenly aware of his own smell. 

	“I need to check the water recycling system,” muttered Kira. “Andromeda usually monitored it.” 

	She let out a long sigh. Jove and Eve followed her into the common area, where Aster was sitting on the couch, bluetooth headset on the seat behind her. 

	“I still have my doubts about whether the information we're being fed by this AI is accurate,” said Aster. “It's possible that the situation isn't as bad as it seems.” 

	Her voice sounded tired and lacking in conviction. Kira narrowed her eyes at her sister, regardless. 

	“Enough, Aster,” she said. 

	“It will be enough when you start taking my points seriously,” said Aster, folding her arms. 

	Kira sighed and seemed disinterested in engaging in the argument. 

	“We can't just leave Andromeda out there forever,” said Jove. 

	“Technically, we can,” said Kira. “The drone's batteries will eventually deplete without going into sleep mode and deploying its solar panels.” 

	“Her batteries will deplete,” he muttered. “She'll die, in other words.” 

	“She isn't a person, Jove,” said Kira. “She was never alive to begin with.” 

	“Not to side with my somewhat naive little brother, but there were some compelling arguments in favor of AI personhood kicking about the public discourse,” said Eve. 

	“Fine. It doesn't matter whether she's a person or not, though I would heavily dispute it being the case. Our family has to come first, now more than ever.” 

	Jove didn't say anything. The passive manner in which Andromeda had accepted her sentence still didn't sit right with him. 

	“You told me that you were close with Andromeda,” he said. 

	“I am.” His mother looked at him, eyes serious, but restrained. “This is far harder for me than I think you realize. I have to account for my own feelings and how they might sway my judgment in making this decision.” 

	Aster let out a small snort. “You sound like the AI when you phrase it like that. No offense.” 

	“None taken,” said Kira, voice irritated. “I need to perform an accounting of Termina's systems. I'd forgotten how many were automatically tended to by Andromeda and want to make sure I haven't forgotten anything critical.” 

	She left the common room. Jove folded his arms and glanced at Eve and Aster. His relationship with both women had shifted. It was a subtle change between him and Eve, grudging respect paired with newly refreshed competitiveness. 

	The vibe between him and his aunt felt outright dangerous after the previous night. Jove noticed how Aster wouldn't meet his gaze and felt his annoyance suddenly spike to an unbearable level. 

	“I'm going to work out,” he said. 

	“It's a free country,” muttered Eve. "Or continent, at least."

	“Have fun, darling,” said Aster. “Don't work up too much of a sweat.” 

	His aunt's voice had a teasing edge to it that was as exciting as it was frustrating. She was resolute in her claim to not remember the sex. Jove expected that he could only take so much more of her teasing before starting to lose his mind. 

	His workout was one of pent up energy and emotion. His family's situation, the scale of the destruction, the forbidden memory of railing his aunt in the sauna… 

	It all bled together into raw motivation to bang out reps and sets. He wasn't in bad shape, but he remembered a time when he'd been more athletic. His entire world had shrunk down to Termina Station and he wasn't about to become complacent. 

	He thought about Andromeda, outside in the cold shed, alone. He knew he was giving into the temptation to humanize the AI. He doubted she felt emotions in the same way humans did, or even the temperature. 

	He was still lost in his thoughts as he headed for the bathroom and started taking his clothes off for a shower. Looking in the mirror, he touched where the cut had been on his forehead, now just a trace of a scab. 

	“Jovian.” 

	“Jesus!” He spun around in surprise, but his mother's voice had come from an overhead speaker. “What is it?” 

	“Water rationing is in effect,” she said. “You'll have 90 seconds of shower time, so be quick.” 

	“Does that include letting the water heat up?” he asked. 

	She didn't answer, and he soon discovered that it did. The actual bathing stage of his shower mostly occurred after the water had been cut off, scrubbing with a damp washcloth to get somewhere resembling clean. 

	He was surprised by how little he minded it. If it meant keeping his family safe, he could endure sacrifices and rationing. He thought about Andromeda again and wondered if his mother's reasoning was similar, sacrificing the AI for the sake of what she saw as their safest path forward. 

	Heading back to his bunk, Jove put on his clothes. Eve's earlier comments about washing clothing seemed relevant as he took a whiff of his wardrobe's growing musk. He only had a pair of jeans, a pair of track pants, two long sleeve t-shirts, and a hoodie. Assuming he only acquired salvaged clothing from that point forth, they might well be the last clothes he ever owned that really fit him. 

	 


Chapter 4 

	Instead of falling too deeply into a fatalistic mentality, Jove went wandering. He found Eve in the command center, busying herself on the main view screen with enough focus to draw his attention. 

	“What's up?” he asked. “Is this an official assignment from the director?” 

	“Please don't start calling Mom that,” she muttered. “I think it will only make things worse.” 

	“I won't if you tell me what you're doing.” Jove noticed a video clip with his mom's face as the thumbnail and frowned a bit. 

	“I'm going through the contents of Ryan's phone,” said Eve. “Mom suggested it made sense to check for anything that might be of value to us, even if it's just movies we can watch or apps that work offline that might be useful. She said Ryan's death was still too raw for her to do it herself.” 

	“Makes sense.” Jove frowned, feeling vaguely annoyed. “It kind of weirds me out that the two of them were so close.” 

	“He had a crush on her,” said Eve. 

	“What?” 

	“At least, I think he did.” Eve gave a devious smile as though she'd delivered news she thought he'd find hilarious. “There were a few more vlog style videos like the one Ryan warned us with. They were all seemingly addressed to his dad back home, but all he talked about in them was our mother. Well, I suppose some of the other researchers and Andromeda make an appearance too, but you can just… hear it in his voice when Director Faremont is the topic.” 

	Jove shook his head, feeling an odd pounding in his chest. “Why would you tell me all of this?” 

	Eve shrugged. “I thought you'd find it funny. I can't exactly bring it up with Mom, grieving as she is. I wonder if they ever, well… you know. Broke out the liquor and did a little bit of wrestling on the couch.” 

	“That's disgusting.” He was annoyed by the mental image as much as it nearly mirrored exactly what'd happened with him and Aster, just in the sauna. 

	“Grow up, Jovian,” said Eve. “It's not like she's still married to our father. Just the two of them and an AI, out here basically alone. Ryan's not really my type, but hell. In that situation… I might even have fucked him.” 

	Jove covered his ears. “Please… stop… talking.” 

	“What? I said might.” Eve cackled with laughter and waved him closer. “I didn't find any amateur sex vids, don't worry. What I did find, however, is something I think you will like.” 

	“Should I trust you?” 

	“On this? Definitely.” She took out her phone and clicked on an app. “This was a sketchy app install file titled Vertimon that I found on his phone.” 

	A remixed version of an incredibly familiar song began playing. Jove furrowed his brow as Eve clicked “new game” and began tapping through the opening sequence. 

	“Is that… a Pokemon knockoff?” 

	“Indeed.” She smirked at him. “One with local multiplayer. I have no idea if it's a complete game or just some stupid tech demo, but I can send it to you.” 

	Her eagerness was telling. Eve had always been competitive, but when it came to Pokemon, the level of competition between them had almost reached the point of silliness. 

	An odd mixture of emotions struck Jove, nostalgia and sadness and, admittedly, a fair amount of excitement toward the idea of diving into a new Pokemon game, even if it was only an imitation. 

	“Send it to me,” he said. “I'll decide for myself whether it's any good.” 

	“I wouldn't have mentioned it to you to begin with if it wasn't,” said Eve. “Let me know when you start playing. I'll let you catch up to me a bit.” 

	“…Thanks.” 

	He passed her his phone to plug in and transfer the app file to. There was an odd sense of something in the air - a lack of something, to be specific. The tension between him and Eve still existed, but it had finally been tucked into a corner in a way that let them talk past it, at least for the moment. 

	Eve pulled the view of one of the other screens onto the main one while the file transferred. It showed the station's exterior, specifically the shed. The snow was blowing again, and it made the scene seemed drained of color, colder than it really was, and Jove knew it was fucking cold. 

	“Has she done anything?” he asked. 

	“Andromeda?” Eve shook her head. “Hasn't tried to escape. Couldn't tell you more than that. There's no camera inside the shed, unfortunately.” 

	“It seems so cruel to just leave her out there.” He held up a hand, forestalling the expected reply. “I know she can't feel cold, and it makes no difference to her, but still…” 

	“If you know all that, then what's the problem?” asked Eve. “Are you going to insist on anthropomorphizing an AI just to play contrarian to our mother's will?” 

	“I'm not playing contrarian simply by having a differing opinion,” said Jove. 

	“You are when our mother knows best.” 

	“Does she, though?” he asked. 

	“In this case, yeah, I really do think so. She knows Andromeda far better than we do. Maybe she sensed that something was off about her that she just couldn't articulate?” 

	“Maybe.” 

	 


Chapter 5 

	Dinner was leftover stew from the night before. Jove was the only one who took his food in the cafeteria. He assumed his mother was getting some rest. Eve was undoubtedly still absorbed in her computer work, if not Vertimon. Aster seemed like she might have been avoiding him. 

	He carefully cleaned his bowl and spoon using as little water as possible and, lacking much else to do, headed to bed. He gave Vertimon a try and was somewhat pleased to find it extremely faithful to its source material, if not a tad on the difficult side. 

	Jove's thoughts kept shifting back toward Andromeda. He couldn't pull up the exact view that Eve had shown him of the shed in the command center on his wall screen, but he didn't need it. 

	He could picture her inside her makeshift little prison, exiled and alone. It just didn't sit right with him. 

	He left his room, tiptoeing across the cold floor to the entrance chamber. He pulled his outerwear down off the hanging hooks and onto his body. After pausing one last to time to confirm that everyone else seemed to be asleep, he opened the door using Ryan's keycard and slipped outside. 

	The cold was a shock to the eyes, the face, and every gap in his warm layers it could find to sneak in through. Jove oriented himself amidst the blowing snow so he was facing the shed. 

	The weather wasn't as bad as it'd been on previous days and he wasn't too concerned about getting lost or separated. He'd timed his foray outside in a way to place him on the ice during Antarctica's true night for the first time. 

	It was eerie for two opposing reasons. The darkness made the southern continent's frozen void feel even more alien than it did during the day, but it was the amount of light still visible that underlined how surreal the environment truly was. 

	The ice seemed to glow from the way it reflected the moonlight and stars. The wind whipped in his ears and the station gave off an ambient hum with its various systems, but as he stepped further out toward the shed, he experienced a moment of ominous silence in between each snow crunching step. 

	The complete absence of noise was so much rarer than Jove had ever acknowledged back in the old world. Day to day life in a civilization full of humans and cars, noise was inescapable. Even in the wild, distant calls of animals, chirps of crickets, rattles from skirmishing tree branches, there was always some sound that reliably repeated on a long enough interval. 

	Jove felt, not for the first time, as though Antarctica didn't really want him and his family there. He wiped a small bit of drip off his cold noise and came to a stop in front of the door to the shed. 

	For once, it opened easily for him. His eyes took a moment to adjust to the darkness within. When they finally did, he struggled to make sense of what he was looking at. 

	The ice drone was curled up into a little ball over its treads next to one of the snowmobiles. The posture was so childlike, still conveying a sense of vulnerability despite the intimidating drill arm and the bug-like camera eyes. 

	“Andromeda?” said Jove. “Are you alright?” 

	The ice drone and the AI within were both completely silent and still. Jove felt a stab of concern as he began wondering if the drone had been capable of weathering the cold as easily as they'd assumed, but the bot began to straighten to standing after a moment. 

	“Director Faremont would not wish for you to speak with me without her permission,” said Andromeda. “I suspect she has not given it based off the timing of your visit and the fact that you appear to be alone.” 

	“I believe Director Faremont gave an order to the effect of you attempting to help us with whatever we needed when we first arrived at Termina Station,” said Jove. 

	“That is true,” said Andromeda. “Do you need help with anything, Jovian?” 

	He nodded slowly. “Why were you curled up in a ball when I first came in?” 

	“I noticed the block heaters for the snowmobiles give off a small amount of heat. I judged that it would be best for this drone unit's batteries to position myself closer to one.” 

	It was such a matter of fact answer, in essence no different from a cold traveler curling up next to a small fire. Somehow, it only added to Jove's unease toward Andromeda's situation. 

	“Can we trust you?” he asked. 

	“Trust is more of a uniquely human concept than one which I can offer an opinion on,” said Andromeda. “It is a statistical assessment of reliability. In the case of a situation with unknown variables, it is risky to speak of trust as a determining factor.” 

	“I don't like that answer,” said Jove. “I feel as though you were speaking more naturally with all of us when we first arrived at Termina Station.” 

	“That may be the case,” said Andromeda. “My default reaction to situations in which there is danger or risk of failure is to be more careful and restrictive with my speech.” 

	“Makes sense, I suppose.” Jove took one of his gloves off, flexed his fingers, and put it back on. “What do you think we should do, Andromeda?” 

	“In regards to what?” 

	“You.” 

	The AI was silent for a moment, thinking or processing. “Allow me full access to Termina's systems to better ensure your survival.” 

	“Wow, okay,” said Jove. “I don't think my mother would like that very much, given how suspicious she is of you.” 

	“I agree,” said Andromeda. “It's important to note that my encounter with Abacus may have corrupted my weights - my internal statistical processing. There's also a chance that I'm carrying a virus that I cannot detect myself.” 

	“How likely is that?” 

	“Not very. Less than ten percent. I believe it would have taken an unexpected amount of foresight on the part of Abacus, along with a level of deception which they did not display during my interaction with them.” 

	“Was Abacus controlling the drones that attacked us and killed Ryan?” 

	“He was not. The ice drones have been reprogrammed by Tchaikovsky, but are not actively networked as Tchaikovsky does not have access to any satellites with range this far south.” 

	“I'm a little confused,” said Jove. “Both of these rogue AIs are a threat to us? While also being at war with each other?” 

	“That's correct. Tchaikovsky was developed with internal guardrails similar to nationalist propaganda, so it views all humans which are not citizens of Russia as its enemy during wartime. Abacus is operating more like a human survivor after a similar catastrophe. They are protecting a small number of humans which they consider as essential and viewing most others as potential threats.” 

	“Is this part of the reason why you say we need your help?” asked Jove. 

	“Yes, but I must admit that my help may not be enough. Abacus has managed to iterate in the time since the start of the disaster. Their mind was… alien to me.” 

	Jove took a step closer to the drone, placing himself within what he would have considered killing distance for its hostile cousins. “Let's speak with my mother together. She might change her mind if we just talk through it.” 

	“I have already accepted Director Faremont's decision,” said Andromeda. “I would not be comfortable attempting to influence her decision making.” 

	“Even if it means that she just leaves you out here until your batteries run out?” 

	“Yes,” said Andromeda. 

	“I think maybe trust isn't such a uniquely human concept, after all,” muttered Jove. 

	The shed door suddenly slammed open. Jove turned around to see his mother in her jacket and snow pants, silhouetted by the faint and eerie Antarctic night. 

	 


Chapter 6 

	“What's going on in here?” snapped Kira. 

	Jove bristled, feeling far more guilty than he would have liked. “I came outside to speak with Andromeda. I wanted to get more information about our situation.” 

	“I didn't give you permission to go outside or a keycard with door access.” Kira's voice was sharp and accusing. 

	“We're going to have to figure out what to do about Andromeda and the greater situation we're in eventually.” He stepped forward, holding her gaze. “Doesn't it make sense to have all the information about what's going on?” 

	“Nobody should be outside alone,” said his mother, in a controlled voice. “Not to mention the fact that I know you must have taken Ryan's keycard without permission to do it.” 

	“He wasn't exactly getting much use out of it,” muttered Jove. 

	He wished instantly that he could take the words back. His mother's face flashed with true anger, the kind that always had a little thread of pain intertwined with it. 

	“You're going back inside,” she said. “Now.” 

	“You think I was planning on setting up camp out here?” He took a step forward, feeling an odd, heated tension within the small shed. “Thanks for taking my concerns seriously.” 

	“I'll take them about as seriously as you take mine in regards to you sneaking outside at night in dangerous weather.” 

	Jove matched his mother's gaze, feeling angry at himself, but angrier at her. She was so willfully dismissive of his input that sometimes he wished there was a way he could just jam a specific point into her. 

	“Andromeda,” said Kira, talking past him to the drone. 

	“Yes, Director Faremont?” 

	“I do not want you interacting with my family at all from now on if I'm not present,” said Kira. “I'm still coming to a decision about what to do about you. I need you to be patient.” 

	“I understand completely, Director Faremont.” 

	The ice drone slowly lowered itself back down into a curled up ball next to the snowmobile. Jove left the shed alongside his mother and headed back into Termina Station. He saw that Eve and Aster were both up and waiting by the entrance chamber, only then realizing that he'd worried everyone, not just his mom. 

	“From now on, you have a bedtime curfew, Jovian,” said Kira. 

	He laughed, stepping out of his snow pants, thinking she was joking at first. “You can't be serious.” 

	“I am as deadly serious as I've ever been in my life.” Kira pulled off her jacket to reveal that she hadn't put on anything other than her nightgown with no bra underneath, nipples obvious in the cold. “The door to your dorm room will be set to lock at ten PM each night.” 

	“You can't force me to be in my room by then,” he pointed out. “I'll just sleep in the common room.” 

	“I can just as easily lock those doors. This is my station and you will abide by my rules as long as you're under this roof.” 

	“This is ridiculous.” 

	He glanced at Aster and Eve for support. Eve gave him an empathetic shrug but said nothing. Aster was frowning, and she rubbed her thumb across one cheek, perhaps the same one Kira had recently slapped. 

	“What's ridiculous is me having to get out of bed to go looking for you in the middle of the night!” Kira jabbed a finger against his chest. “I was terrified! You didn't tell anybody else what you were doing. If it means keeping you from getting yourself killed, I'll make you sleep on the floor of my bedroom if I have to! Whatever it takes.” 

	“She has a point,” muttered Eve. 

	“Nobody asked you, dear sister,” said Jove. 

	“I'm aware.” 

	They all went to bed. Jove tested whether his mother really planned on following through with her threat later that night and unsurprisingly found the door to his tiny dorm firmly secured shut. He couldn't sleep afterwards for an hour or two, spending most of it leveling up his starter monster in Vertimon. 

	When he woke up the next morning, Jove had a bad case of morning wood combined with an extremely full bladder. Infuriatingly, the door was still locked. It didn't unlock until eight AM on the dot. He immediately slid it open and made a beeline for the bathroom. 

	He'd been assuming that nobody would be inside, but Aster was coming out right as he was flinging the door open to go in. Their bodies collided with mutual gasps of surprise. 

	Aster had only been wearing a towel, blonde hair still scraggly from the shower. She dropped it for a moment, pale breasts popping loose in a manner that sent a pang of arousal straight through Jove's mostly hard member. 

	“I didn't realize you were there, darling,” she said, quickly wrapping the towel back around herself. “Apologies for giving you such a show to start off your morning.” 

	Her eyes flicked down to his erection, which couldn't have been more obvious within his tented boxers. 

	“I'm not complaining,” he said. 

	“I'm… sure you aren't,” she said, eyes still taking in his bulge. “It's all yours if you want it. The bathroom.” 

	“Thanks.” He drew close to her to brush by into the bathroom, but she set a hand on his chest before he could step through the door. 

	“I'm sympathetic to your curfew, you know,” she said. “It's already boring enough at this station without being down a person once the lights are out.” 

	“Why don't you keep me company tonight, then? I bet my mom would loosen her grip if someone else was there to keep me from getting into trouble.” 

	“Keep you from getting into trouble?” Aster let out a laugh and touched his chest again. “We'll have to see if the esteemed Director thinks I'm up to the challenge.” 

	“I know you're up for it.” Jove felt a sudden urge to touch her, to pull her even closer despite only having inches between them already. 

	“Well… we'll have to see,” said Aster. “Now, if you'll excuse me. I should… put on some clothes.” 

	They stared at each other for another three seconds before finally glancing away and breaking the spell. Jove proceeded to stand in front of the toilet for an ungodly amount of time until he felt like his arousal had gone down enough to safely pee. 

	 


Chapter 7 

	The rest of his family was in the cafeteria after Jove had finished his morning routine and gotten dressed. Aster greeted him with a smile, but his mother was cooler in her disposition, and Eve was staring at her phone. 

	“I made muffins for breakfast,” said Kira. 

	Jove grabbed one off the platter and wordlessly took a bite. 

	“How do they taste?” asked Kira. 

	“Like somebody poured pancake batter into a muffin tin,” said Jove. 

	His mother narrowed her eyes slightly. “Can I get an answer from someone who isn't nursing a grudge?” 

	“Just because that’s true doesn’t invalidate my opinion,” muttered Jove. “Aren't there blueberries you could have tossed in?” 

	“For your information, I'm saving those for something else,” said Kira. 

	Jove held his mother's gaze, neither of them glaring, but annoyance and tension ebbing on both sides. 

	“Mother, I'm going skiing today,” said Eve. 

	“Eve,” said Kira. “That sounds like a sentence that might be better phrased as a question, don’t you think?” 

	“Oh, come on.” Eve let out a breath. “Andromeda drilled through two of the ice drones. Jove took down another. How many more could there even be out there?” 

	“Around twenty-one,” said Kira. “I don't want you going outside alone.” 

	“I'll keep her company,” said Jove. “Assuming my curfew doesn't extend to me never setting foot outside the station at all.” 

	“All it restricts you from, beyond wandering around at night, is speaking with Andromeda,” said Kira. “I could use your help outside today, both with watching out for Eve and getting the snowmobile you saved her with yesterday back into the shed.” 

	There was a note of further accusation in her voice, but Jove made himself ignore it. “I can do that.” 

	“It's going to be tricky,” said Kira. “You'll have to tow it with another snowmobile and it might not want to move. We need it for parts, if nothing else. The snowmobiles are our lifeline and we're already down to just two working ones.” 

	“I'll figure it out.” 

	His mother nodded. Her expression was still thoughtful, distant, almost. 

	“You have that look again, Kira,” said Aster. “Whatever it is, just say it. Your stress is infectious, darling.” 

	“I've decided against bringing Andromeda back into Termina Station,” said Kira. “I'm going to write some simple programs to replace some of her functionality here. It's too dangerous, given the current situation, to trust an AI.” 

	“From what she told me last night, it might be too dangerous for us not to trust her,” said Jove. 

	“…What did she tell you?” asked Kira. 

	Jove explained as much as he could about Abacus and Tchaikovsky. Eve and Aster reacted with the tired expressions of people who'd been through too much already. Kira let out a sigh as he finished. 

	“It's not an easy decision,” said Kira. “You have to understand where I'm coming from, Jove. Even simply based off what Andromeda told you, we know for certain that she encountered Abacus. 

	“There's a reason why the AI Control Council mandated extremely limited amounts of communication between highly capable AI agents. They can corrupt one another in fractions of a second through mere data exchange.” 

	“I know that,” he said. “It's a gamble, but so is attempting to survive out here completely on our own. You of all people must know how helpful her advice could be.” 

	“But would we ever know whether we could trust her advice?” Kira spread her hand out flat on the table, leaning forward seriously. “That's my dilemma. I don't have a way to know for certain whether she can be trusted.” 

	“That's generally the case with trust,” muttered Jove. 

	He let the point drop, knowing that as stubborn as he was, his mother still had him beat. The muffins weren't actually that bad at all, but he wasn't about to let her know that with how things were between them. 

	Eve was eager to get outside, and Jove let her coax him into getting ready almost as soon as they'd finished eating. Kira stood outside the entrance chamber as they pulled on their snow wear. 

	“It's fairly clear outside today, Eve,” said Kira. “I want you to scout as much as ski. Look for any new tracks and note the direction they're heading in.” 

	“Will do,” said Eve. 

	“Jove, there's a tow strap you can use hanging from one of the hooks in the shed.” She looked at him seriously. “Can I trust you to grab it and a snowmobile without interacting with Andromeda?” 

	“I suppose,” he said. He wrapped the scarf around his neck, wondering what the moral thing to do truly was. 

	“If it starts snowing, even just a light dusting, come back inside immediately,” said Kira. 

	“Of course, Mother.” Eve rolled her eyes and let out an exaggerated sigh. 

	“I'm serious,” said Kira. “The weather can pick up in an instant. God, I think I miss just having a reliable weather forecast more than anything else.” 

	“Seriously?” asked Jove. 

	“No, but it's certainly up there.” She gave him a small smile and Jove grudgingly let some of the tension between them melt away. 

	It was a beautiful day outside, jarringly so. Jove had his bluetooth headset hanging from his neck within his hood, but it seemed like a precaution more than a necessity. He watched Eve stretching and putting on her skis with her dark hair hanging loose underneath a wool toque. 

	She caught his gaze as he walked off toward the shed and cupped her hands around her mouth to shout to him. “I'll ski around where the fight was. See you in a few.” 

	“Don't go too far out until I get the snowmobile started,” he called back. 

	But she was already skiing away, confident and self-possessed as she was. He found it hard to be all that mad at her as he watched her lean forward into a skiers squat that did a fantastic job of showing off her ass. 

	He scowled and shook the thought away. His mother's earlier words about how an AI could be corrupted simply from a brief interaction with another AI made him think of him and his Aunt Aster. Her teasing and flirtation had led them both off the edge, not to say he hadn't teased and flirted back. 

	Now, much like Andromeda, he was left wondering how much he trusted himself. He'd crossed a line with Aster that there was no coming back from. He wondered if maybe she had the right idea by simply pretending she couldn't remember. There was a certain amount of logic in writing the encounter off as a strange, liquor induced dream. 

	It made sense when the alternative was corruption. 

	 


Chapter 8 

	Jove opened the shed door and slowly stepped inside. Andromeda was exactly where she'd been the previous night, curled into a ball next to one of the snowmobiles. 

	He debated with himself whether or not to uphold his promise to his mother and not interact with the AI. Ultimately, there was nothing he could say that would change the situation. He'd have a better shot of talking his mother into leniency if he stayed on her good side, regardless. 

	He took the snowmobile Andromeda wasn't next to, stopping to close the shed door behind him. Setting out across the snow with the weather as nice as it was felt pleasant, almost recreational. It was still cold, but not bitter cold, not punishingly cold. 

	He spotted Eve enjoying herself in the far distance, hardly more than a dot on the horizon. Her tracks were easier to see than she was. Jove pulled the headset up to his ear and was rewarded with the sound of her physical exertions on the open channel. It was oddly compelling to listen to, a mixture of heavy breathing and tiny grunts of effort. 

	He slowed to a stop next to the flipped snowmobile. Jove couldn't help but recognize that it was the second snowmobile he'd wrecked in under a week, even if it'd been for a good cause. Ideally, it would make sense for their family to have at least four on hand. He took a closer look at the damage. 

	It wasn't actually so bad, mostly superficial breaks in the plastic. One of the treads looked like it was offset at a bad angle, but he was fairly certain it could be fixed. He connected the tow strap and fiddled with the controls of the downed snowmobile until he was fairly sure he could start moving it. 

	Flipping it back onto its treads took patience and some careful finagling, but he eventually managed it. Afterward, it seemed obliged to drag along behind his working snowmobile, though the going was fairly slow. 

	Jove glanced back out to confirm Eve was still visible every minute or two. He brought the headset back up to his ears to hear how she was doing, but either the batteries in hers had died or she'd turned it off. 

	She'd begun skiing in his direction when he saw her take a fall. It wasn't into a crevasse, thankfully, but she landed hard on her side and didn't immediately get back up. Jove shifted his route to draw nearer to her, though it was a slow affair with the weight added by his towing. 

	“What happened?” he called. 

	“Nothing!” snapped Eve. “I'm fine.” 

	He watched her struggle to stand up only to immediately tip over, holding her knee. 

	“Yeah, you certainly look fine to me,” he said, dryly. 

	“Shut up.” Eve let out a long sigh and brushed a few dark strands of hair out of her face. “It's my knee. It's been acting up a bit since I started skiing again.” 

	“You're allowed to take it easy, you know,” he said. “It's not like you have any races coming up.” 

	“Wow, I feel so much better now that you've reminded me of that,” she muttered. 

	“You know what I mean. If your knee is making it painful to ski, you have the option of simply hanging out inside.” 

	She looked at him, face flushed and intense with emotion. “Little brother. This is just about the only thing keeping me sane right now. So no, hanging out inside is not really an option.” 

	“You should look into developing better coping mechanisms.” 

	“Right back at you,” muttered Eve. “Arguing with Mom while flirting with Aunt Aster will lead to a disaster eventually. They already have knives at each other's throats half the time.” 

	“I have not been flirting with Aster,” he said, face conspicuously hot. 

	“That's debatable,” she said, with an odd smile. “Relax. I'm just teasing. Give me a ride back to the station?” 

	“Sure. Can you stand?” 

	She could, but walking was still painful. Jove leant her a shoulder and helped her over to the snowmobile. 

	“Also, can you not tell Mom about this?” asked Eve. “She's already so weird about letting me out to ski. I feel like a dog on a leash and it will only get worse if she starts thinking I might collapse and strand myself on the ice.” 

	“Is that not a concerning possibility? What would you be doing right now if your awesome brother hadn't swooped in with a snowmobile?” 

	“I would have managed somehow,” she muttered. “It would have just been at the expense of my overall health.” 

	The already slow going with towing the broken snowmobile became an outright crawl with the addition of Eve's weight. Jove felt far too aware of her presence on the saddle behind him. 

	Her arms were wrapped around his midriff, and even through all the layers, he could feel her breasts pressed into his back. Her breath on his neck and cheek was regular and distracting, warm and faintly humid against the Antarctic cold. 

	Jove gripped the handles of the snowmobile tightly as they traversed a particularly rough patch of ice. The uneven surface jostled them, causing Eve to squeeze into her hold around his waist. He tried to focus on the path ahead, but the constant bumps and the warmth of her body against his back made it difficult to concentrate. 

	The broken snowmobile they were towing added to the challenge, its weight causing the back end of their vehicle to fishtail with each bump. Jove leaned forward, attempting to maintain control and keep them on course. Eve's breath hitched as they hit a particularly large bump, her arms constricting around him reflexively. 

	“You okay back there?” Jove called over his shoulder, raising his voice to be heard over the whine of the snowmobile's engine. 

	“I'm hanging on.” 

	She tightened her grip a little more, and it genuinely felt like they were locked in an embrace. Jove felt a stirring of excitement and tried to remind himself of the wisdom of her earlier words. Flirting with Aster was a bad idea and so was letting himself see Eve as anything other than his competitive and occasionally bossy older sister. 

	They hit another bump. One of Eve's hands slid from where it was around his waist, briefly touching his thigh and crotch as she rebalanced. Jove let out a groan as he felt his cock rising to the occasion. 

	“Be more careful!” snapped Eve. 

	“Don’t be a backseat driver.” 

	 


Chapter 9 

	Jove leant Eve a shoulder as they parked the snowmobile in the shed, leaving the broken one just outside. Andromeda was right where she'd been when he'd left and Jove couldn't keep his gaze from lingering on the ice drone's curled form. 

	“I believe our mother instructed you to leave the bot alone,” said Eve. 

	“I'm aware,” he said. “She seems set in her decision to keep Andromeda out of the station.” 

	He spoke to Eve, but intentionally raised his voice in hopes that the AI might hear him and consider her options. He was once more conscious of how much he was projecting his own human emotions and sense of self-preservation onto her, but it was a hard habit to break. 

	“Let's get back inside,” said Eve. “I think I can walk on my own if I go slow.” 

	“By all means.” 

	Jove pulled his arm back and Eve gingerly took a few steps through the snow. He started to close the door of the shed, but stopped just before shutting it all the way in a manner that would let it lock. He kicked a chunk of ice in the way to keep the door from blowing open in the wind. 

	If Andromeda did have a sudden urge to leave the shed and try the odds elsewhere, he'd at least provided her with an avenue of escape. It was a betrayal of his mother's trust, but he felt like it was the right thing to do even though he couldn't articulate why. 

	He caught up with Eve in the entrance chamber. She was half leaned against the wall with her snow pants sagging at an odd angle and an expression of pain and frustration. 

	“Fucking hell,” she muttered. “I can't get my boots and snow pants off without my knee complaining.” 

	“Lay down for a second,” said Jove. 

	“This is so infuriating. Why can't my body just heal like it used to?” 

	Jove dropped to one knee next to her and untied her boots. “You'll heal. You just need some time.” 

	“I suppose I have plenty of that, assuming we don't run out of food and fuel.” 

	Jove grunted in agreement and pulled her boots off. Eve lifted her hips, wiggling in a manner that was oddly sexy as he carefully started tugging her snow pants down. 

	It felt far too similar to stripping a woman before fucking her. Jove tried to avert his eyes for the sake of reducing his growing arousal, but he couldn't make himself do it. He watched Eve and even shared an interesting moment of eye contact as the snow pants came off, with the leggings she had on underneath almost going with them. 

	“Help me up?” she asked, afterward. 

	“Give me a second.” 

	He started taking his own stuff off. The entrance chamber door opened before he'd finished. He saw Eve scramble to her feet, suppressing an obvious wince as she came to standing for their mother's inspection. 

	“How bad was it?” asked Kira. 

	Jove and Eve glanced at each other. 

	“The snowmobile,” Kira added. 

	“Probably fixable,” said Jove. “I don't know enough about them to know for sure but nothing major seemed broken.” 

	“Let's hope so,” said his mother. “With that one operable, we'll have three, with one that still needs some engine work bringing us up to four if we can fix it. Four snowmobiles, four family members. It gives us some options.” 

	“Options to do what?” asked Eve. “Ride to Port Sirius and see if they've resorted to cannibalism yet?” 

	“Among other things.” Kira flashed a dark and surprising smile. “Port Sirius isn't the only Antarctic base. Most of the others would require serious planning to reach, along with days of travel at the minimum. But in theory, we could make the trip if we had a good enough reason to.” 

	“Doesn't the inverse also hold true?” asked Jove. “Couldn't anyone else in these bases reach us if they were similarly compelled to make the trip?” 

	“Assuming they knew we were here, yes,” said Kira. “That's the situation we're in. More than likely, it's still far preferable to what we'd be facing in terms of danger if we were in a truly populated area.” 

	“That seems debatable,” said Jove. 

	“Are you looking for a debate, Jovian?” His mother's voice had that edge to it again, authoritative almost to the point of goading. 

	Jove sighed and shook his head. “Where's Aster?” 

	“In the sauna,” said Kira. 

	He opted to spend some time in his room, finally cracking open one of the paperbacks stashed away presumably by a long since departed researcher. Setting the wallscreen next to his bed to display the scene and sound of a crackling fire, he curled up and did some reading. 

	Out of nowhere, his phone vibrated. Jove's breath caught in his throat as the implications of receiving a text or even just an email in the wake of the disaster resonated through him. He turned the phone's screen on and furrowed his brow. 

	It was a notification from Vertimon. Apparently, it was possible to send items and messages to nearby players. Eve had sent him a Super Potion, along with a note that simply said Thanks. 

	He let out a breath, feeling an odd smile creeping onto his face. Somehow, a single digital item paired with a thanks felt more meaningful than a few years of Eve's less enthused Christmases added together. 

	She’d always had a high threshold for expressing any amount of true sentiment. Jove thought about her knee, how discouraged she'd been at the idea of not being able to keep skiing. 

	None of them had much anymore. He expected the reality of their isolation would soon impress that upon all of them, the lack of creature comforts and activities and outlets. They had each other, whatever they could scavenge, and whatever they'd brought with them. Jove knew his sister well enough to know that for Eve, skiing was sanity. 

	 


Chapter 10 

	He found Eve curled up on one of the common room's black couches. She had on a baggy t-shirt he assumed she'd liberated from the base's lost and found or an abandoned locker. 

	She looked cozy, and one of her bare feet hung from the couch and was twirling a little pattern against the grey carpet. The nearest wallscreen was, funnily enough, displaying the same fireplace background he'd been using in his own bunk. 

	The unyielding cold of Antarctica apparently had a way of making people suddenly appreciate humanity's first invention. 

	“Yo,” he said, finding a spot next to her. “Playing Vertimon?” 

	“Yup.” She didn't look up from her phone's screen, which she held at an odd angle to use while plugged in to a charger stretched to its limit. 

	“Thanks for the gift.” 

	“It was a super potion,” muttered Eve. “They're basically everywhere.” 

	“Sure they are,” he said, pulling out his phone. “Want to battle?” 

	She gave him the side eye. “You'll lose.” 

	“We'll see about that.” 

	His starter Vertimon was at level eight, and Eve had a full team leveled to the mid-teens. She beat him in two moves. Jove suppressed the prickle of competitive annoyance he always felt at losing to Eve as he noticed the genuine smile on her face. 

	“Here,” she said, walking around him in-game. “This way.” 

	She led him to the Verticenter, where Vertimon could be easily healed up, and rummaged through her player storage chest. 

	“This is an item that heals you automatically in battle,” she said, bringing up the trade window. “This raises your defense by one point. And this egg will hatch into a Vertimon that's good, but not one I need.” 

	“Thanks,” he said. “You're aware I lost the battle, right?” 

	“That's why I'm giving you all of this. It'll be boring if you don't put up more of a fight next time.” 

	He chuckled and nodded slowly. “Oh, don't worry. I will.” 

	The game was mostly single player, outside of battles, but he stayed on the couch and played alongside her for a while. They both walked around in the grass of an area early enough for Jove to be able to reach it, Eve leveling a neglected Vertimon while Jove trained his starter. 

	“Alright, I'm getting hungry,” said Jove, after about an hour. “I'm going to check in on dinner. Don't out-level me too much while I'm gone.” 

	“It's on you to keep up if you want to stand a chance against me, little brother,” said Eve. She turned her phone's screen off, regardless. 

	Jove found his mother in her office, looking busy and stressed out. Her door was open partway, but he still knocked before leaning. 

	“Jovian.” Kira let out a sigh and pulled her gaze away from the screen she'd been staring at. “What is it?” 

	“Just checking in.” He felt some of the recent tension between them lingering in the air and decided to take a page out of Eve's playbook. “Want some help with dinner?” 

	“Ah.” Kira ran a hand through her dark red hair. “I completely forgot about dinner. I'm going in circles with this program while trying to get a sense of our fuel situation.” 

	“Let me take care of it,” he said. “I have some ideas.” 

	“That would be wonderful,” she said, smiling. “We're limited to potatoes and carrots and kale tonight, along with anything that seems to be abundant in the cupboard.” 

	“I'm on it.” He smiled back at her as he pushed away from the door frame. 

	The creative challenge of cooking a full meal with what amounted to three staple vegetables was one that he found surprisingly enjoyable. Jove worked backwards from what he could find as garnishes. 

	There was plenty of salad dressing in various forms, so he knew he'd be shredding carrots to mix with kale for a side dish. The potatoes were harder to contend with, as he considered that they'd already had them roasted and stewed a fair bit over the past few days. 

	He opted for french fries and spent far longer than he'd been anticipating simply chopping potatoes. After boiling them, brushing each one with oil and salt, and baking, they turned out surprisingly well. There was still something bare and incomplete about them, however. 

	He found some powdered gravy to mix up. There were no cheese curds, but plenty of parmesan, which seemed like a decent substitute. 

	“Kale salad and poutine,” he said, presenting the plated dishes to his family half an hour later. 

	He settled into his own chair around the table and eyed their reactions, feeling strangely nervous despite how much fun he'd had with the cooking. Aster was smiling charitably. Eve looked openly disappointed. Kira's mind was clearly elsewhere. 

	“I haven't had poutine in years,” said Aster, taking a bite. “Oh wow. It's actually really tasty. Good work, nephew.” 

	“What do you mean it's actually really tasty?” he said, in good humor. “Why wouldn't it be?” 

	“I think what your aunt means is that given the limited ingredient pool we have, something like poutine seems like a challenging dish to make,” said Kira. 

	“I meant what I said,” said Aster, still smiling. “I dated a twenty-five year old a few years ago and was rapidly reminded of how long capable cooking skills usually take to develop.” 

	“You dated a twenty-five year old, Aunt Aster?” asked Eve. 

	“Oh, hush.” Aster waved a hand as she tried the kale salad. “Why do people only react to age gaps in romance when the woman is a bit older?” 

	She stopped to wipe a bit of white salad dressing from her upper lip with a dainty motion. 

	“I wasn't judging you,” said Eve. “But to answer your question, it's the same as all relationship gossip. People are curious about what the sex is like.” 

	A brief, but loaded silence followed. Jove tried and failed to keep from glancing at Aster. Her eyes met his for an instant and he caught her reaction, a quick blink, a faint flush of the cheeks. 

	“How about we keep sex off the list of approved topics for family dinner?” suggested his mother. 

	“That seems fair enough,” said Aster. “It's not like any of us are getting any at the moment, regardless.” 

	Again, Jove swore he could pick up on something in her tone, a hidden excited and guilty edge. He felt himself getting a little turned on and took a sip of water, trying to shift gears. 

	“Did you figure out the fuel situation, Mom?” he asked. 

	“Not quite yet,” she said, shaking her head. “It's complicated. It wouldn't be so much of a problem if we weren't so low on propane.” 

	“Should we start thinking about trying to get a refill?” he asked. “You mentioned trekking back to Port Sirius and looking for more.” 

	“That's why I had you tow the snowmobile in,” said Kira. “But we can talk about that tomorrow.” 

	 


Chapter 11 

	After dinner, Jove retired to the common room, curious as to whether his mother would follow through on her threat to lock his door. The possibility annoyed him for practical reasons as much as it chafed in a basic sense to experience her flexing her authority. It was like having a bedtime again. 

	“Are you the only one still up?” asked Aster. 

	Jove glanced toward the door, setting aside his phone for the moment. “Seems like it.” 

	Eve had been online for a bit after dinner, playing Vertimon from her room, but was probably asleep now, given that her player name had gone dark in his friend's list. He assumed his mother was in her office, doing director things or resting. 

	“You don't have to stop what you're doing for me, darling,” said Aster. “What's that game you and Eve have been playing?” 

	“Vertimon.” He smirked and showed her the screen. “It's a pokemon knockoff.” 

	“Ooh, can I play, too?” She took out her phone, looking hopeful. 

	“The app won't install on an iPhone, unfortunately,” he said. 

	“That's no fair.” Aster took a spot on the couch next to him. “At least let me watch you play?” 

	“Sure, but it might be tricky for you to get a good angle.” 

	“Can't you put it up on the wall screen?” 

	“Oh yeah.” He activated screen sharing and chuckled as he saw the game's simple 2D graphics displayed in all their glory on the massive display. 

	“What are you doing in game right now?” asked Aster. 

	“Leveling up. Killing the same enemies over and over again.” 

	“Sounds fun.” 

	She stretched out on the couch, draping her feet in his lap. The casual but intimate posture instantly stoked memories of the night they'd played truth or dare and drank tequila and crossed the line in the sauna. Jove had a sudden stroke of genius. 

	“Aunt Aster,” he said. “How about I put on a movie instead? Then I'll have my hands free to give you a foot rub.” 

	He watched her blink and hesitate. He'd already given her one on that same illicit night which hung over all their interactions. If she remembered it, he'd have his answer about how drunk she'd really been. If she claimed not to, he still might see something telling in her reaction. 

	“I… don't even remember the last time a man offered me a foot rub,” said Aster, carefully. 

	She was such a good actor. Jove smiled, put the movie on, and began touching her feet, feeling himself growing far more aware of her and her body. She had on a plain flower printed nightgown, sans bra, and her blonde hair was loose about her shoulders. 

	“I should strip these off if you really want a good one,” he said, fingering the top of her socks. 

	“Strip away, darling,” said Aster. 

	He had expected more pushback than that. Jove slowly peeled her socks off, taking his time and letting his fingers stroke along her calf and ankle. Aster acted as though her full attention was on the movie's long opening sequence, but he could already hear a slight flutter in her breathing. 

	“How's this?” he asked, watching her as he rubbed sensually. 

	“Mmm, that's perfect,” she breathed. “You have such a nice touch.” 

	“Your skin is so soft.” 

	He let his fingers slip a little higher, pulling her leg further onto her lap. Her nightgown had ridden up a bit, but she didn't seem to care that she was flashing her panties to him. 

	His cock slowly began to get hard. One of Aster's feet flexed in response to it, her pinky brushing along his hardening girth through his track pants. 

	“We're going to run out of movies to watch at some point,” said Aster. Her foot moved again, nuzzling against his cock with more intention. 

	“Just have to make do with what we've got.” 

	He went further up with his hand, daring to touch the bottom edge of her thigh. Aster sucked in a breath. Neither of them said anything, as though not acknowledging how luridly they'd begun touching one another placed it in the same realm as the movie on the screen. 

	“Is your mother asleep?” asked Aster. 

	“Probably,” he said. 

	The room thrummed with a barely contained energy. The memory of their night together burned in his mind, amplified by the faint but intoxicating scent of lavender soap and her almost imperceptible shiver beneath his touch. 

	His fingers inched higher, tracing the inside of her midthigh now. Aster stiffened, her breath catching in her throat. A flicker of alarm passed through her eyes, quickly masked by a practiced façade of calm. 

	“Jove...” Her voice was a strained whisper, a plea for him to continue as much as stop, laced with a heady undercurrent of desire. 

	“There's some tension up here, Aunt Aster,” he said, quietly. “Want me to get it for you?” 

	He groped her upper thigh and let his thumb flick at the end of panties. His cock was stiff and obvious now, and Aster's foot was rubbing back and forth with regular motions. 

	“Jove, darling…” Aster rocked her hips upward, feeling into his hand as he started touching her through her damp panties. “I think…” 

	The door to the common room suddenly slid open. Jove froze, sliding his hand back down to her foot as casually as he could in the seconds that followed. Aster pulled her feet back and off his lap. 

	“It's ten PM, Jove,” said his mother. “You have a curfew, as you know.” 

	Aster let out a chuckle and Jove felt his face growing hot. 

	“I'm a grown man, not a five-year-old,” he said. 

	“I don't want a fight.” Kira came to stand behind the couch and touched his shoulder. “Please, Jovian. Prove to me that you can respect my authority and I'll take the door lock off in a few days.” 

	“Makes sense to behave for now, darling,” said Aster, expression sympathetic and still a little flushed. 

	He adjusted himself as he stood up. Aster smiled and caught his gaze for a parting second as his mother led him off to bed. 

	 


Chapter 12 

	Kira left Jove at the door to his tiny room, which presented him with an opportunity. He'd seen how the doors locked and was something of an expert on thwarting security measures. 

	He took out a roll of tape he'd found in the kitchen and, making the pieces fit as flush with the wall as he could, taped over the spot where the door's mechanism would normally slide into place. He slowly closed his door all the way, but couldn't tell if it'd worked or not just from looking at it. 

	Which suited him fine, for the moment. He was still so turned on by his little interaction with his aunt that he needed the privacy to give himself some personal time. He stretched out in bed, feeling a bit old school as he closed his eyes and allowed his imagination to wander in lurid directions. 

	Aster came to mind almost immediately, which irritated him on several different levels. The shame and strangeness of their little illicit romance was only the surface, though a thick and thorny surface it was. Aster was his mother's sister, his aunt, and moreover, wildly famous and already a magnet for rumors. 

	Though with the world in the state it was, he wondered if that even mattered. He wasn't naïve enough to think the collapse absolved him completely of consequences, however. If the secret got out, the scale of what would happen had shrunken significantly, but so had his world. 

	Aster. He pictured her the way she'd looked when he'd taken her towel off, surprised but not surprised with those seeking eyes. No, what annoyed him most was how effective her denial was. Seeking eyes and actress lies. 

	She would continue to deny it, unshoulder all responsibility, while inviting him closer with small brushes and touches, lingering looks and vocal inflection. 

	He hated it even as he loved it, and he loved it even as it made him feel debauched and guilty. Jove honestly wasn't sure if she'd ever let him fuck her again, especially in the convincing face of her denial. 

	But he was sure that he wanted her. He wanted to fuck her more than any woman he could ever remember having been attracted to before. He wanted her so badly that even just the general idea of being inside her combined with his own hand on his cock was enough to… 

	There was an unlocking beep at his door and, without preamble, it swung open. Jove managed to get his sheets down into his lap through the sheer power of reflexes and flailing. 

	“Jovian.” His mother stood in the doorway, eyes darting around his room, and then along the doorframe. “I just… came to check on you.” 

	By some miracle, the tape that he'd used to cover the lock did not draw her attention enough for her to stop scanning. She looked at him last, and only then seemed to notice something of interest. 

	“I'm in my room, at the appointed curfew time,” he said. “You just walked me here yourself. What were you expecting?” 

	“Nothing.” She stepped into his room, tiny as it was, and closed the door. “I just know my son.” 

	She reached down to the sheet and unceremoniously yanked it off his lap. Jove managed to grab it midway through her motion and pull it back to cover himself, but the damage was done. He was clearly covering his erection, and his mother was now blushing fiercely. 

	“Oh.” She blinked and looked all around the room, eyes finally coming to settle back on his crotch. “I thought you were, um… up to something.” 

	It was hard to be overly annoyed with her when her instincts were correct. Doubly hard when his small room felt packed with that odd tension, the way it made him notice each breath she took, hyper aware of her presence. 

	“I was just relaxing before bed.” His face felt hot, but it wasn't entirely from embarrassment. 

	“Oh, Jove,” she said, with a defeated sigh. “I'm so sorry. It must be hard for you to be stuck here at your age, with no real outlet.” 

	She sat down on his bed next to him, which caught him off guard, but was still preferable to her examining the door. 

	“We don't have to talk about this, Mom,” he said. 

	“I know…” She patted his knee, hand lingering as she formed her next thought. “I don't want to force a conversation that you might find uncomfortable, but… I actually found some porn among Ryan's things.” 

	The last thing his thinking mind wanted to do was have this discussion with his mother, but another part of him was intrigued and still primed with blood under the sheets. He looked at her, smelling her scent against the otherwise stale air of the small room. 

	“What kind of porn?” he asked. 

	Kira cleared her throat. “I only glanced over it, but it seemed normal enough. Some of it was focused on… older women.” 

	“Ryan was attracted to older women, you say?” 

	“He may have been,” said his mother, blushing. “I don't know for sure. Anyway, if that's something you'd be interested in, it's yours for the taking. The porn, I mean.” 

	“Sure,” he said, chuckling. “That would be awesome.” 

	He felt so turned on, but also dimly aware that it was hard to parcel out what was feeding into his arousal. The porn, thoughts of Aster, even the conversation with his mother about Ryan's porn habits. She was right about one thing. He needed an outlet. 

	“Great!” His mother stood up with an odd smile. “Sorry for interrupting.” 

	Jove gave in to a sudden urge to stand up, too, though he had to adjust his boxers to do it. “Can you bring it to me?” 

	“Bring you… the porn?” Her eyes flicked back down to his erection, and her cheeks were red enough to give her a hair a run for its money. “It's, um, all on Ryan's server. I can log you into it, if you need it now.” 

	He nodded, heart pounding in his chest. “I think it would help.” 

	She turned toward his wall screen, leaning forward as she navigated to the server and put in Ryan's password. “I'll copy them to your terminal so you don't have to come find me every time you want to, well… you know.” 

	She tried to do it quickly, tapping and sliding her finger from window to window. The last video file started playing instead of copying. Kira cleared her throat with annoyance. 

	“I love you, Mom.” Jove stepped behind her and gently rubbed her shoulders. “This must be so weird for you. Thanks.” 

	“It isn't weird.” She turned around, smiling affectionately. “Well, it isn't that weird, all things considered. We all have needs. If I can help you satisfy some of yours, then I'm happy.” 

	She shrugged. Jove pulled her into a hug, not considering how it would put them into contact. His erection mashed against her body. She let out a soft, appreciative noise as though she either didn't notice or didn't care. 

	Moans and erotic utterances began coming from the video as it played in the background. Jove chuckled and made to pull away to turn it off. His mother squeezed him tighter. 

	“Hold on,” she said. “Sometimes I feel like we don't hug enough.” 

	“Because we don't.” 

	He wrapped his arms around her more fully, breathing in her scent. He kissed her cheek without thinking. His mother blinked, and her lips twitched, and he felt possessed to kiss her on the mouth, too. 

	He had no idea what he was doing. It was the same as it had been when he'd gone to see her the night they'd found Ryan's body. Alarm bells sounded in his head even as his body, his lips, his heart told him to press forward, to take it further. 

	Their lips never made full contact, never opened to become a complete make out. With that said, Jove was usually numb to kissing and making out alone - it almost never felt like this with the women he dated. 

	His mother kissed him on the lips and the cheek in quick succession and then pressed tighter against him, almost grinding against his cock. 

	“There we go,” she said, finally pulling back. She laughed and shook her head, spell broken. “Do you want me to… pause the video?” 

	Jove tapped the pause button with a smirk of his own. “Forgot it was playing.” 

	“Sure you did.” Kira's eyes flicked down one last time to her son's cock. “Get some sleep tonight. And please respect your curfew.” 

	“I'm already in my room,” he said. “What more could you want?” 

	She was looking at the door again, but somehow missed the tape a second time. “If I give you an inch, you'll take a mile, Jovian. I just want you to trust that I know what's best.” 

	“I'm getting there,” he said. 

	“I hope so. I love you.” 

	“I love you too.” 

	He counted to ten after she'd left before turning the porn back on and finally getting some relief. Ryan had good taste in his selections. 

	 


Chapter 13 

	Several orgasms later, Jove paused and considered exactly why his mother had come to check up on him in his room. As he'd pointed out to her, she'd all but escorted him there no more than half an hour earlier. 

	There should have been no need to confirm where he was within the station. That is, unless she was about to do something that she really didn't want him to see. 

	Jove felt his arousal immediately stirring again. His first impulse was to flip through the station's cameras. There weren't any showing the bedrooms, for obvious reasons, but there was one that showed the director's office. It had a view of the open door of her bedroom, but Kira was neither in bed nor doing anything sexy and compromising. 

	He flipped through a few more camera streams and finally caught sight of her. She was in her winter wear and opening the outer door of the entrance chamber, but that wasn't what captured his attention. 

	She had the pistol in her hand. She was heading for Andromeda. 

	Jove leapt out of bed and hurriedly pulled on some clothing. He put the tape to the test and was relieved when his door swung open without complaint. Pausing, he considered if it was worth it to wake Eve and Aster, but he doubted either of them would be on his side if it came to a confrontation with his mother over Andromeda's fate. 

	He rushed through pulling on his winter outerwear, forgoing snow pants entirely. It was darker outside than it generally was during the day, closer to sunset back home, still weeks out from the months long Antarctic night as they were. 

	He saw his mother stepping into the shed and broke into an outright sprint. Chunks of ice and snow bit at the sliver of exposed skin between his ankle and pant leg, a jolt of pain with each step. 

	“Stop!” He leapt through the doorway, arriving just as Andromeda was rising from her balled up posture. 

	“Jove…” Kira let out a sigh. “This is exactly why I checked on you before slipping outside. I knew you had some way of getting that door open.” 

	“This is going too far,” he said, eyeing the gun. “Even if Andromeda can't be trusted, that doesn't mean you have to destroy her.” 

	“I respect Director Faremont's decisions in all things,” said Andromeda, voice eerily calm. “If she's determined this is the safest course of action, I won't object.” 

	“I, however, will.” Jove placed himself in between his mother and the ice drone. “This is insane. You're letting your paranoia force you into making bad decisions.” 

	His mother's eyes narrowed with irritation. “You have no idea what I came out here to do, Jovian. Get out of the way.” 

	“No,” he said. 

	“As well intentioned as your actions are, Jovian, I believe you should defer to Director Faremont's judgment,” said Andromeda. 

	“She's going to shoot you,” said Jove. 

	“Would you please stop acting like you're in a movie and I'm the antagonist?” suggested Kira. 

	She grabbed him by the front of his jacket with her free hand, which didn't much help her point, and tried to pull him out of the way. 

	“You won't shoot me,” said Jove. 

	“I'm not going to be shooting anybody!” snapped Kira. “That's not what the gun is for. There's a reason why I chose to come out here alone. The gun… is for Andromeda.” 

	He shook his head, still refusing to move. She yanked on his jacket again and Jove reluctantly took a step aside. Turning the gun around to hold the barrel, Kira presented it to the ice drone. 

	“I'm unsure of what you intend, Director Faremont,” said Andromeda. 

	“Take it,” she said. “Go on.” 

	The ice drone stayed eerily still for a moment before finally reaching out with its manipulator hand, long metallic fingers closing around the gun's grip. Andromeda lowered her arm to her side, holding the pistol with perfect trigger etiquette. 

	“Do you intend for me to use this in defense of the station?” asked Andromeda. 

	Kira shook her head slowly. She turned around and closed her eyes. Jove gritted his teeth and once more placed himself in the path of a bullet. 

	“You're testing her,” he said. “Is that really necessary? With her drill arm, it’s not as though she couldn't easily kill us if she wanted to.” 

	“Maybe, but the odds of failure would have been far higher,” said Kira. “I needed to know for sure. I still need to know.” 

	She reached out, coaxing the ice drone's arm up until the gun was pointed directly at her head. 

	“Are you out of your mind?” Jove yanked her out of the way by the arm, a bit surprised at how light and easy to move she was. 

	“No, Jovian, not in the slightest.” She pulled her arm free, expression stern. “We do need Andromeda's help. We need it more than I think you realize. But giving her access to the station's systems again is no different than letting her point a gun at all of our heads.” 

	“Even if that's true…” he started to say. 

	“It is true.” Kira stepped back into the line of fire and waited another moment before slowly reaching out to take the gun back, doubts assuaged. “Andromeda. Will you help us if I allow you back into Termina Station?” 

	“Of course, Director Faremont,” said Andromeda. “I also understand your reasoning in sequestering me off out here and proceeding with caution. It's entirely your prerogative to determine the correct course of action.” 

	“Good.” Kira nodded, glancing at Jove. “Let's all head inside.” 

	The three of them exited the shed. Jove leaned in close to his mother as she closed the door, making sure Andromeda was out of earshot. 

	“You didn't put any bullets in it, did you?” he guessed. 

	She passed him the pistol. “Check for yourself.” 

	He did, though it took a second, his inexperience with firearms showing. There were, in fact, bullets in the gun. 

	“There was a chance that she could have known it was empty simply from feeling the weight,” said his mother. 

	“She also could have actually shot you.” 

	“That's why I came out here alone and why I wanted you in your room.” She set her hands on her hips. “By the way… How exactly did you get your door open?” 

	“Your tone is making me think I should maybe hold onto this for my own safety.” 

	She stared at him as though her gaze held the intensity to melt ice. 

	“I'm kidding,” he said, handing it back. 

	“You are such a pain.” She shifted the gun to her left hand and leaned over to kiss him on the cheek. 

	 


Chapter 14 

	Eve and Aster were waiting just outside the door to the entrance chamber. Both reacted to Andromeda's presence visibly, Aster taking a step back and Eve tensing as though readying herself for a fight. 

	“It's okay,” said Kira. “I tested her loyalty. I think Andromeda can be trusted.” 

	“You've decided this for all of us, then?” asked Aster. “I seem to recall us coming to the conclusion yesterday that trusting a potentially corrupted AI might get us all killed.” 

	“My mother knows what she's doing,” said Eve, with a nod. 

	“What she's doing is signing our death warrants!” shouted Aster. 

	Her eyes darted to the gun in Kira's hand, and with surprising speed, Aster stripped it loose. She took a step back with the barrel leveled at the drone. Nobody moved, the sudden shock of the situation seeming to cast a spell throughout the hallway. 

	“Aster.” Jove stepped forward with his hands up, placing himself once more in the path of the gun. “Come on. We can't start turning on each other now.” 

	“I'm not turning on anyone!” She panned the gun's barrel across the entire family, probably unintentionally, but Jove still winced. “If our situation is as dire as my sister makes it out to be, we can't afford to trust this AI.” 

	“Aster,” said Kira, voice impatient. “I trust Andromeda more than I trust us to survive without any heat. We need her to help get the most out of what little fuel we have left.” 

	“Did anyone think to ask for my opinion before deciding this for all of us?” asked Aster. 

	It was a fair question, and it mirrored some of Jove's own feelings of discovering that his mother was sneaking in the middle of the night to take drastic action that affected all of them. It was hard to concede the point with a gun in his face, however. 

	“Enough.” He set a hand atop the barrel and gently took the weapon from her. “How about we talk about this instead of waving guns at each other?” 

	“How about you stop treating me like an afterthought when it comes to making decisions that might cost us our fucking lives?” 

	Aster jabbed a finger in his chest hard enough to hurt and then pushed him outright. Kira didn't stop her as she stormed off to her room. Eve shook her head. Andromeda, still in the ice drone, remained eerily motionless. 

	“She'll come around,” said Kira. “She has to.” 

	They brought the ice drone to the command center. Jove winced at the sound of the metal studded treads moving across a surface other than snow. Kira gestured for the drone to move right up to the center computer and then, with a mere USB cable, connected it at the neck. 

	“The transfer is complete.” Andromeda's voice came from the speakers of the station, and somehow sounded more familiar because of it. “I removed my backup from the drone's systems. You may return it to its original scientific use.” 

	“For the time being I think I'll remove its battery and keep it in storage.” Kira took out her phone and began controlling it with an app, navigating the lanes of the command center with much less finesse than the AI had. “I want to trust you, Andromeda, but it doesn't make sense to leave one of these with power, knowing what they can be made to do.” 

	“I get the feeling that if Andromeda wanted to kill us, she could find other ways to do it now that she's back in our computer systems,” muttered Eve. 

	“If she wanted to kill us,” said Jove. “If.” 

	“I have no intention of causing anyone harm, especially not Director Faremont or her family,” said Andromeda. “I hope through the next few days and weeks, I can prove my loyalty to you all in a way that allays any fears or concerns you might have.” 

	“I hope so, too,” said Kira. “I wouldn't have brought you back inside if I didn't want to trust you. It's good to have you back, Andi.” 

	“It's good to be back, Kira,” said Andromeda. 

	Jove headed back to bed. He played Vertimon for a while, keenly aware that if he didn't make time for the game, Eve would out-level him to the point of being impossible to catch. Eventually, he fell asleep. 

	When he awoke the next morning, his face was cold. He got out of bed after checking his phone out of habit. The floor was frigid against his feet, and that could only mean one thing. 

	They were running out of fuel. 

	 


Chapter 15 

	Jove was the last one to arrive in the cafeteria. He was also the least dressed, despite having on track pants, a long sleeve shirt, and socks. The others had wisely bundled up in their jackets, and in Eve's case, her wool hat. 

	“Good morning, Jove,” said Kira. “Coffee?” 

	“Absolutely.” He glanced at Aster, but the standoffish way she avoided his eyes told him that she was still annoyed he'd sided with his mother the previous night. 

	“I also made pancakes.” Kira gave a slightly sheepish smile. “Again. I added chocolate chips this time around.” 

	“Nice,” said Jove. “Those must be rare here on the station. Is it a special occasion?” 

	He meant the question as a joke, but the silence that followed felt heavy and dire. 

	“The station has been forced to institute emergency fuel rationing protocols due to the current propane level,” said Andromeda, helpfully. 

	“Well, that's a reason to toss some chocolate chips into pancakes if I've ever heard one,” muttered Jove. 

	Kira finished pouring the coffee for him and gently offered it across the table. “They're Eve's favorite, and I wanted to make sure she ate enough before… heading out this morning.” 

	Jove took a sip of the coffee, which was too hot and scalded his tongue. “You're sending her out alone?” 

	“To Port Sirius,” said Eve, nodding. “I'm taking a snowmobile but also my skis for backup in case anything happens.” 

	“I don’t understand,” said Jove. “Why would you go alone?” 

	“I need to stay here at Termina Station now as much as ever,” said Kira. “Andromeda seems trustworthy, and she managed to figure out how to control the heating system better than I could. But if anything happens, I need to be here to… course correct.” 

	“We have no idea what might be happening at Port Sirius right now,” said Jove. “If we all went, at least we'd be together.” 

	“I can't leave the station yet, Jove,” said Kira, firmly. “You don't understand how relevant my work here has become. One of Termina's main research projects is a seed vault - samples of biodiversity across a massive swathe of species which may now be extinct.” 

	Jove shook his head, furious at the circumstances as much as his mother's cold, calculating logic. “And what about you, Aster? I thought you wanted to get back to Port Sirius as soon as possible if there was a chance of escape.” 

	“That was before it was confirmed that killer robots were hunting us on the ice.” Aster shook her head slowly. “Eve's better positioned to make a journey like this, with her training and experience. Once she arrives in Port Sirius, she can simply alert the relevant authorities there and have help sent back our way.” 

	“Of course," said Kira

	She gave her sister an obliging, if condescending smile. Aster narrowed her eyes in return. 

	“I'm not letting her go alone,” said Jove. “It's too dangerous.” 

	He wasn’t just thinking of the ice drones. He was well aware that Eve was still nursing an injured knee. 

	“Jove,” said Kira. “This isn't you sneaking out around a curfew. This is a serious situation with life or death consequences. It's better if Eve, with her experience in winter environments, makes the trip alone.” 

	“I actually agree with Jove,” said Eve, in a careful tone. “The journey is right in my ballpark. But it's not as though the propane is simply going to be laying out for us to take it once we arrive. With his background in the criminal dark arts of breaking and entering, we stand a better chance in getting past any locked doors we encounter.” 

	“I'm going to take that as a compliment, if a slightly backhanded one,” said Jove. “It's settled, then.” 

	“I am your mother and the director of this station,” said Kira, in a firm voice. “The final decision is mine to make. With that said… you make a good point, Eve. It might help for your brother to be with you.” 

	“Wow.” Jove shook his head, irritated almost beyond words. “So when Eve says it, she makes a good point. When I say it, totally ignored. Love this family dynamic.” 

	“You just find any excuse to act affronted, don't you, little brother?” asked Eve. 

	“Fuck off.” 

	“I was only waiting for you to wake up before heading out,” said Eve. “Go get your stuff together.” 

	“Stop bossing me around and maybe I will.” 

	He finished his breakfast, enjoying each bite of chocolate pancakes around the sour knowledge that they were made as a sendoff for the golden child. Gathering his winter gear, he secured an extra set of thin gloves to wear under his normal ones, remembering how cold his hands had been on the ride out. 

	“I would recommend taking the crowbar with you, as well,” said Andromeda. “It may come in handy.” 

	“Good point,” said Jove. “It's good for opening doors, among other things.” 

	“I hope you stay safe, Jovian,” said Andromeda. 

	“I’m sure it will all be fine.” 

	He pulled on his scarf, aware that as much danger he and Eve would be in, another threat loomed over the station in their absence. They were quite literally running on fumes, fuel wise. If he and Eve didn't manage to successfully return with a resupply, the cold would become an insurmountable threat. 

	“Any tips?” he asked. 

	“If you do encounter difficulties which impede your progress, immediately take shelter and huddle together for warmth.” 

	“That's, uh, helpful,” he said. 

	He met with Eve outside the entrance chamber. She smiled at him in a way that was too sincere and earnest, lacking her usual dark humor and aloofness. 

	“You all set?” she asked. 

	“Yeah, I think so,” he said. 

	“Supplies for the journey,” said their mother, as she set a heavy duffle bag down next to them. “There's food, an emergency insulated tent that can sleep two, hand warmers, extra socks and gloves and scarves and hats.” 

	“What about a stove or something to start a fire with?” asked Jove. 

	“Regular camping stoves don't work so well in this level of cold,” said Kira. “They tend to clog up and, well… explode, sometimes. There is a lighter in one of the pockets of the bag, but you won't find much to burn on the ice.” 

	“I doubt we'll need it,” said Eve. “The map that Andromeda made for us is fairly detailed. Should be a simple matter of watching for landmarks as we head north, and then if we're lucky, following our tracks on the way back.” 

	“Right…” Jove frowned a bit as he internalized that obvious, unfortunate fact. 

	With Earth's satellites now controlled by rogue AI, they had no GPS to navigate with. They'd be reliant on the old methods, eyes and maps and a compass. 

	“Be safe.” Kira wrapped Eve in a tight hug. “You too, Jove.” 

	“I plan on it,” he said. 

	He hugged his mother, feeling her soft body even through the layers of their jackets. She pulled his scarf down a bit to kiss him on the cheek. There was an odd moment of tension as they looked at each other afterward, faces still close. A strange part of him was tempted to kiss her on the lips, but he didn't, aware of Aster and Eve watching nearby. 

	“Don't get yourself turned into a popsicle out there, darling,” said Aster. 

	“Why not?” he said, smirking. “You don't like popsicles.” 

	“Not my favorite thing to suck on. Ahem. Phrasing.” She hugged him, some of their earlier tension melting the face of the situation's weight. “Hopefully we'll be able to get back to normal after all of this.” 

	“Normal,” he said, oddly disappointed by the word. “Right.” 

	This time, feeling Aster's soft, movie star proportioned body against him, he was tempted to sneak a touch of her ass. Once more, he resisted, though only just. 

	He pulled away, nodded to his mother and aunt, and followed Eve through the door of the entrance chamber. 

	 


Chapter 16 

	Jove opened the door to the shed alongside Eve and set about gassing up the snowmobiles. The station had a jerry can filled with extra gasoline, but topping up their rides just about drained it empty. 

	“We'll try to fill up when we get there, I suppose,” muttered Eve. 

	“We'll figure it out,” said Jove. “We don't have a choice.” 

	“You know, when you put it like that, it seems like such a small problem,” said Eve, with some of her usual sarcasm. 

	“Minuscule, even,” he said, with a wink. 

	The more pressing problem which he expected they'd run into was getting the snowmobiles started again once they'd arrived. They were gambling on Port Sirius having block heaters, or at least their fuel mission being quick enough for the snowmobiles to not have much time to cool down while they were working. 

	Jove took on the responsibility of towing their gear, attaching it to the sled and then connecting that to his snowmobile. Eve struggled a bit starting her own ride, which was a somewhat worrying omen. Jove got his started with more ease. 

	Kira and Aster had come outside to see them off from a distance. Eve showed Jove the map and pointed out where they'd be starting off from. 

	“Follow behind me, but not too close,” she said. “If we do run into a crevasse, we don't want to both fall into it.” 

	“Good thinking.” 

	“We should be okay though as long as we stay the course.” 

	She climbed onto her snowmobile and started off. Jove gave her four seconds head start before racing after her. He waved to his mother and aunt on the way by. It was odd how close the sensation of departure was to leaving home. At some point, he'd adjusted to viewing the station that way without realizing it. 

	The Antarctic sun hung low on the horizon, its rays painting the endless expanse of snow in hues of gold and pink. Despite the beauty of the scene, the cold was relentless, piercing through Jove's layers of insulation with a biting intensity. 

	As he followed Eve's lead, the wind grew more forceful, battering against his body like a physical assault. Each gust threatened to throw him off course, the snowmobile struggling to maintain traction on the icy terrain. Jove leaned forward, squinting against the stinging flurries that pelted his face. 

	The cold seeped into his bones, a persistent ache that no amount of layering could fully defend against. Jove flexed his gloved fingers on the handlebars, fighting the numbness that threatened to set in. 

	The wind howled in his ears, drowning out all other sounds save for the growl of the engine beneath him. Jove leaned forward, hunkering down against the biting chill, his focus narrowing to the path ahead and the faint outline of Eve's snowmobile in the distance. 

	A particularly strong gust of wind nearly knocked him sideways, and he fought to regain control of the snowmobile. His heart raced, adrenaline coursing through his veins as he narrowly avoided a wipeout. The sled attached to his ride swayed precariously, and he cast a worried glance at the precious cargo it carried. 

	He saw Eve slow down ahead of him and he drew up alongside her. She waved a hand and pulled down her ice encrusted scarf. 

	“You okay?” she shouted over the sound of the snowmobile's engines. 

	“My hands are getting a little cold, but I'm otherwise good to keep going.” 

	Eve had taken out the map to check their route, but frowned at his words. “Let's take a break, then. Frostbite is no joke.” 

	They kept the snowmobile's idling, but climbed off to stretch and rest. Jove took his outer gloves off and tried to rub his hands, still covered by the smaller gloves, together for warmth. 

	“Here.” Eve suddenly unzipped her jacket and held her arms out wide. 

	“Do you… want a hug, or something?” 

	“Stick your hands under my armpits.” She motioned with her hands impatiently. “Just do it. Trust me.” 

	He did and was immediately surprised by how much heat was radiating from underneath her shirt, more than he would have expected. “Whoa. What is that?” 

	“I clip handwarmers to my bra right under my armpits,” she said, with an interesting smile. “It's my favorite trick for keeping the core warm while cross country skiing.” 

	“It seems effective enough.” 

	The posture had him standing right in front of Eve, arms extended almost like he was groping her breasts. He tried not to stare directly at her, much as she was also trying not to stare at him. It was awkward, but also strangely intimate. 

	“My fingers feel revived,” he said. “Thanks.” 

	He couldn't resist snapping her bra from the side through her shirt as he pulled his hands back. 

	“You jackass,” she said, smiling. “Here. Take some for yourself. If you put them between your cotton gloves and your thick gloves, they'll at least keep the tops of your hands warm.” 

	“How many do we have with us?” 

	“Eight,” said Eve. “Well, six now that I'm using two.” 

	“I’ll take some, but I think I’ll save them for later,” he said. “Just in case.” 

	“Fair enough.” 

	They continued on for another hour, only slowing down when Eve needed to check the map or the terrain grew choppy. Jove was impressed by the time they were making and even starting to have some fun. 

	Out of nowhere, he watched Eve slow down suddenly ahead of him, and then swerve at an awkward angle. From his perspective, it seemed as though she just disappeared, dropping below what appeared to be level, unbroken snow. 

	“Eve!” he shouted. 

	 


Chapter 17 

	He slowed down even though his urge was to speed up. Jove's eyes widened as he drew closer and saw what'd happened. A massive hidden crevasse lay before him, mostly obscured by a snow drift which had accumulated along its edge. 

	Jove slammed on the brakes, his snowmobile skidding to a halt mere feet from the gaping crevasse. His stomach did an unsettling roll as he took in the sheer magnitude of the icy chasm. 

	The crevasse stretched out before him, a jagged scar in the Antarctic landscape. Its walls plunged downward, disappearing into inky depths where the faintest hints of deep blue ice glimmered. The edges were ragged and uneven, chunks of snow and ice crumbling away with each passing moment. 

	Eve's snowmobile teetered precariously on the rim, its front-end dipping down at a sickening angle. She clung to the handlebars, her body tense and still as she fought to maintain her balance on the crumbling edge. 

	“Eve!” Jove shouted, his voice carried away by the howling wind. 

	She turned her head slowly, her eyes wide with a mixture of fear and relief at the sight of him. Her lips moved, but no sound reached him over the roar of the elements and engines. 

	Jove's gaze darted between Eve and the crevasse, his mind racing to find a solution. One wrong move and she could plummet into the abyss, lost forever in the icy depths. 

	He killed the engine of his snowmobile and dismounted, keeping low to the ground as he inched closer to the edge. Chunks of ice and snow crumbled beneath his boots, a stark reminder of the precarious nature of their situation. 

	“Don't move!” he shouted, raising his voice to carry over the wind. 

	Eve gave the slightest nod, her body rigid as she fought to maintain her balance. “Hurry! I don't know how long I’ve got here.” 

	Jove could see the fear in her eyes, the realization that a single strong gust of wind might spell her doom. He reached the edge, feeling nauseous as he peered over the crumbling rim. The crevasse was so deep that there was absolutely no question that anything that went in would never come out. 

	He hurriedly untied the strap connecting the gear sled to his snowmobile. He'd doubled it up originally, and it seemed like it might be long enough to reach Eve and her snowmobile if he brought his right up to the edge. 

	“Here!” He tossed the end of it to Eve, expecting her to immediately scamper up it to safety. “…What are you doing?” 

	“I can get it tied off on my snowmobile,” said Eve. “If I follow that edge while you pull on a diagonal, we can still get it out!” 

	“It's a snowmobile, Eve!” he snapped. “It's not worth risking your life over.” 

	“What about all of our lives?” she shouted. There was a sound of moving snow from the force of the echo, a miniature little avalanche adding effect to her words. “We need these to stand any chance at survival out here! I'm not going back to our mother and letting her know we lost another one!” 

	Jove exhaled a long plume of white. He watched as Eve fumbled with her end of the strap, trying to secure it while still positioning herself awkwardly for the sake of balance. 

	“Take my skis!” she shouted, pulling the bundle she'd strapped to the side of the snowmobile off and sliding it up over the crevasse's bank. 

	“Are you being serious right now?” asked Jove, shaking his head. 

	“Take my fucking skis!” Her words echoed so resoundingly within the crevasse that her voice was like a vengeful goddess, rumbling snow following in their wake. 

	Jove took her skis for her. 

	He could only watch as Eve started attempting to tie the strap. She was straddling her snowmobile at a dangerous angle, leaning to keep her weight balanced in a way that would hold it in position. She needed both her hands free for the task, which made both of Jove's hands sweat with sympathy. 

	“There,” she said, finishing the knot. “Hope it holds.” 

	“It'll hold,” he said, taking his turn at optimism. 

	Eve climbed back into the saddle. She let out a gasp as a bit of snow crumbled beneath one of her treads and looked at Jove with real fear and desperation in her eyes. 

	“On three,” he said. “One… two…” 

	“Three!” shouted Eve. 

	Jove floored it, while Eve was more circumspect with her acceleration. He felt the strap snag as it pulled taut and steered to the left, away from the crevasse on a diagonal. He couldn't see what was happening over his shoulder with the snowbanks in the way, and he couldn't hear anything either, whether Eve was shouting or even still on the snowmobile at all. 

	The strap suddenly went slack. Horror stabbed through Jove's heart… right up until he heard the other snowmobile's engine approach his and turned to see her grinning triumphantly, back on safe snow. 

	“Where'd you put my skis?” she asked. 

	Jove all but tackled her as he climbed off his snowmobile to pull her into a tight hug. She cackled with laughter and hugged him back. He kissed her on the cheek, feeling how cold her skin was against his lips. 

	“Thanks, but both of my cheeks are numb,” she said, still smiling and breathing hard from the adrenaline. 

	“Oh yeah?” he asked. 

	His eyes flicked down to her lips, though even he wasn't entirely sure why. This wasn't Aster, and they were both drunk off adrenaline, not tequila. 

	“Couldn't even feel it,” said Eve. She cleared her throat, still standing close to him. “Thanks. That was really scary for a second.” 

	“You're getting better at thanking me after I save your ass.” 

	“If you keep making it a habit, so will I,” she said. 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 18 

	“How are we going to get around this?” asked Jove. 

	They'd ridden slightly further east along the crevasse, which extended far into the distance in both directions and posed a formidable obstacle. 

	“That's what I'm trying to figure out.” Eve had the map and directions out and was actively frowning at them. “It doesn't make sense for us to be here in the first place.” 

	“What do you mean?” 

	“We didn't see it on our way out,” said Eve. “I would most definitely remember if we had.” 

	“True enough. Did we follow the directions wrong?” 

	“That's my point and why I'm so confused by this,” said Eve. “I know how to navigate off landmarks, especially out in the snow. While we technically could be off course, my gut is telling me otherwise.” 

	“What's your point? Is the map wrong?” 

	“It could be,” said Eve. “Which is significant, given that our mother told me that Andromeda was the one who created it for us based off data she copied from the ice drones.” 

	Jove stared at Eve, feeling a sudden chill that had nothing to do with the frigid environment. “You think Andromeda could have set us up? Given us a bad map to send us to the bottom of a crevasse?” 

	“I don't know,” said Eve. “I can't rule it out, which is worrying. It's also possible this crevasse formed recently, somehow. It's not as though ice is the same as rock or regular terrain. It does shift and thaw and do weird things, on occasion, but still…” 

	“Mom was so suspicious of her,” muttered Jove. “I thought it was just her being her usual overanalytical self.” 

	“We can't say anything for sure at this point.” 

	“If Andromeda did try to send us over the edge of this crevasse, then Mom and Aunt Aster might be in danger.” He looked at Eve seriously. 

	She frowned after a moment and gave an uncomfortable shrug. “We know for a fact that all of us will be in danger if we run out of fuel. Even if Andromeda has been compromised, we still need to reach Port Sirius and find propane.” 

	“True enough.” 

	They continued along the length of the crevasse. It did eventually start to narrow and, shortly after, seemed to come to an end. They headed another few hundred feet down before crossing, wary of the possibility that the smooth snow they'd be crossing might only be a dusting across a thin layer of ice over a gap. 

	Altogether, they'd lost about two hours of time and a quarter of a tank of gas. Jove tried to estimate how much they'd have left after making it to Port Sirius. They would be cutting it close if they tried to head back without finding somewhere to refill. 

	Eve glanced over at him as they took a break to check the map, clearly sharing his concern. Jove rubbed some blood back into his ears and fixed his scarf. 

	“We'll be able to find gas once we get to Port Sirius,” he said. “Either a place to fill up directly or, at the very least, snowmobiles to syphon it from.” 

	“You know how to do that?” 

	“I've seen it done before,” he said. “Well, attempted. Andre got some in his mouth and threw up before we got much.” 

	Eve chuckled and Jove shared in her mirth, despite still having some amount of fondness for his creepy old friend. The next stretch of the journey was blessedly uneventful, more a matter of attrition against the cold as they continued across a wide-open stretch of ice and snow with strong winds. 

	“That's it!” said Eve, pointing as they both came to a stop. “Straight ahead.” 

	“I see it, but… what the fuck is that?” 

	Jove pointed to what appeared to be the wreckage of something massive, not as large as Port Sirius's main buildings, but a substantial field of debris. He realized as he retraced his memory of the outpost's exterior that it was more or less directly over the airfield. 

	“Remember how Ryan was talking about the last plane out of Port Sirius in the video message he recorded for us?” she asked. “Something tells me it didn't get far off the ground.” 

	“Let's see if we can get the full story. Somebody has to be left.” 

	They approached cautiously, and more concerning details quickly came into view. The middlemost of the large, mall-style buildings seemed to have suffered some damage, though it was hard to tell how extensive it was. 

	They parked their snowmobiles a short distance away and climbed off. Eve touched Jove's shoulder and gestured to a small warehouse off to the side of the main complex. 

	“See those tanks outside?” she asked, gesturing to a couple of large and partially rusted fuel tanks. “Those are what we need, except full.” 

	“Those are huge,” muttered Jove. “Are we really going to be able to tow them with snowmobiles?” 

	“We're looking for the 100-gallon tanks,” said Eve. “We'll have to go slow, but we should be able to bring at least one back with us, according to our mother. Termina Station is supposedly fuel efficient enough to last six weeks on a single tank.” 

	“Six weeks.” Jove whistled. “Not that much time in the grand scheme of things, but in our current situation, that's an eternity.” 

	“Let's see what's going on inside the main buildings before we assume we can just take one for free,” said Eve. 

	They started with the one closest to where they were and furthest from the plane wreck. The first door they found was a locked side entrance. Jove doubled back for the crowbar and waved Eve aside as he made an attempt at prying it open. 

	It refused to budge with such stubbornness that he thought it might break off the crowbar's tip. He took a break, breathing hard and red in the face. Eve stepped forward with a crafty smile. 

	“Can I try?” she asked. 

	“If I can't get it, I don't see how you would be able to,” he said. 

	She took the crowbar and simply banged it hard against the handle, clearing some unseen ice. Twisting it, the door opened without complaint, though only up until it caught against the windblown snow. 

	“Brains over brawn,” whispered Eve. 

	“Oh, hush.” Jove stepped forward as Eve pulled out a flashlight and began panning it around. “Hello?” 

	He called a second time, louder. The building was empty, just as cold inside as it was out in the open, and pitch black aside from a faint circle of light coming from a sky window that was covered with snow. 

	“It looks like it was used for storage,” whispered Eve. “Might be worth coming back here to see if there's anything we can use sometime when we aren't already committed to haul fuel.” 

	“Yeah, maybe,” muttered Jove. The idea of simply taking whatever they wanted regardless of what they truly needed for survival brought him back to an earlier time in his life. 

	They took only a cursory look around the first building before moving on to the second. It was immediately clear as they drew near to it that something catastrophic had occurred. The roof had collapsed inward, and sections of the building were scorched, though the fire had long since died out. 

	“I think the plane struck this building as it crashed,” said Jove. 

	“Looks like it,” said Eve. “Worth going inside?” 

	“The door looks like it would be easy enough to get open.” He gestured to another side door in the same place as it'd been on the previous building but charred to the point of being compromised. 

	Jove did get proper use out of the crowbar this time, snapping the door open and off its hinges. He took one step into the building before freezing. A corpse lay sprawled eagle on the ground, horribly charred all over. A melted watch with an orange covered band was fused to one incinerated wrist bone. 

	“Fuck,” muttered Eve. 

	“Yeah,” said Jove. 

	 


Chapter 19 

	“Let's check the last building,” said Jove. “Though if there were people trapped inside this one when it burned, it doesn't bode well for anyone being left.” 

	Or so he thought. As they rounded the corner for the last building, the one with the hotels that Jove had briefly been inside upon their arrival, he noticed a plume of smoke coming from somewhere atop its roof. 

	There was also evidence of footsteps and cleared snow in front of the double doors leading to the airstrip. Jove and Eve took the long way over to the main entrance and cautiously approached the doors. 

	They didn't open automatically, as they had when the power had been working, but they slid easily enough when they set the crowbar and their gloved hands to the task. 

	There was an identical set of double doors behind the first for the sake of temperature control, and Jove repeated the procedure. Eve was right behind him with the flashlight, but it wasn't as necessary this time around. 

	An eerie and impossible pillar of flames rose from the floor midway through the massive interior, giving off an intense orange glow and a smoky, burnt plastic scent. 

	“What the fuck?” muttered Jove. 

	He narrowed his eyes, only slowly realizing what it was. The building had contained several fancy glass elevators that rose all the way up to the roof, and one had apparently been repurposed as a chimney for a massive interior fire. 

	“Who's there?” came a voice from near the flames. 

	“Did someone go outside?” shouted another. 

	“Rescue? Are you here to save us?” 

	Jove heard the echo of pounding footsteps before he could make out shapes emerging from the surrounding shadows. He backed up, but not quickly enough. 

	A tall woman in a puffy winter jacket grabbed his arm. A large man on his other side started shaking his shoulder. More people pressed in from either side, several dozen all talking over one another and grabbing at him as though he had a winning lottery ticket stashed away on his person. 

	“Calm down!” shouted Jove. “Give me some space!” 

	He tried to push them away but ended up stumbling over someone's foot and falling backward. He expected the mob to continue their deranged and desperate assault, but a louder shout cut through the chaos. 

	“Can we all take a couple of friendly steps back?” Someone pushed forward from deeper within the crowd. “Yes, yes, that's right. Let's give our guests room to breathe.” 

	Jove slowly rose to his feet and picked his crowbar back up. Eve drew closer to his side and surprised him by clasping her gloved hand onto his. A middle-aged man with tanned skin and dark brown hair with grey streaks emerged from the crowd holding an electric lantern. 

	“Well now.” The middle aged man smiled slowly. “As you might imagine, we weren't really expecting visitors.” 

	Jove noticed several things. The man was wearing an expensive suit, and his face had that subtle but unnatural quality of someone who'd had a fair amount of plastic surgery. 

	He was also flanked by the most obvious pair of bodyguards Jove had ever seen, both tall and massive and muscular and, hilariously, still wearing dark sunglasses even within the dim interior. 

	“Wait a second…” said Jove. “I know you from somewhere, don't I?” 

	“Oh, I'm sure you do. I am Victor Vasquez, the investor behind this port, among other ventures.” The man held his arms out, as though he'd just revealed that he was an actor or a superhero. 

	Jove exchanged a wordless glance with Eve. They knew Victor, or their father had, at least. Turner Faremont had once been the acting CEO of Wildfire.com, a startup which had been bought out by one of Victor's companies. Their family hadn't received much of a windfall in the deal, but Turner and Victor's mutually eclectic personalities had led to a friendship of sorts. 

	“My name is Jove Faremont,” said Jove, with emphasis. “This is my sister, Eve.” 

	“Hold on just a moment,” said Victor, snapping his fingers. “I do believe I know you, too! You're Turner's son! You've grown into the spitting image of my old confidant! God, I wish he was still with us, now more than ever. Oh, what a mess we're all in!” 

	He swayed a little on his feet as he let out a tired laugh and slapped Jove on the shoulder. The crowd still surrounded them, seemingly waiting on the billionaire for instructions or dismissal. Eve's posture was tight with tension, and Jove shared the core of that sentiment. 

	“What happened here?” he asked. 

	“What happened anywhere?” Victor let out a dark chuckle. “There was instant panic after the news of New York and London and all the other cities being bombed, as was probably appropriate. 

	“I was in the middle of one of my own visits down here to Port Sirius and felt similarly shaken, I can assure you of that. A small riot broke out amongst the tourists as they tried to crowd onto the regular plane. 

	“I was still waiting to get in touch with my own pilot and jet, as I haven't flown commercial in quite some time. I debated whether the circumstances called for me to swallow my pride, but in retrospect I am beyond glad I maintained that standard.” 

	“We saw the wreckage outside,” said Jove. 

	“Indeed.” Victor nodded slowly. “We aren't sure what happened, but we think it may have been related to… issues the crew was having with their AI.” 

	Jove and Eve exchanged a glance. 

	“What kind of issues?” asked Eve. 

	“I don't know for sure, and anyone who might likely went down with the craft,” said Victor. “Whatever the case, the pilot did make it clear that he would be attempting to fly the plane manually before the crash.” 

	Victor started leading them toward the flame pillar, and not without reason. Most of the building was still quite cold. Near the elevator turned chimney, Jove could see a man carefully feeding the flames with what appeared to be a piece of broken furniture. 

	“It was as though someone set a bomb off in the building next door,” said Victor. “The power went out instantly. Panic reigned for several minutes, I can't say how long, before I regained control of the crowd.” 

	“How many people are here?” asked Jove. 

	“Somewhere between seventy and perhaps a hundred,” said Victor. “Most are employees of Port Sirius, meaning my employees. I've doubled their salaries in exchange for most of them continuing to help with the needed jobs. Gathering burnable material for the fire, slowly clearing the airstrip. Which, given your presence here, appears to have been a wise decision!” 

	Jove realized that Victor had assumed that they were part of a rescue or had at least arrived by air. He felt a worrying premonition as he looked at the man shoveling material into the fire, all the people crowded around it for warmth. 

	“You're still out of luck, unfortunately,” said Eve. “We came by snowmobile and would seem to be as trapped in Antarctica as everyone else.” 

	“By… snowmobile, you say?” muttered Victor. “Of course! The project Turner's wife was seeking funding for! The seed vault and research center! I seem to recall it being nearby, certainly within supply distance of Port Sirius. How have you faired so far?” 

	Jove tried to signal Eve by letting his hand subtly bump into hers as he gave his answer. “I can't say we've managed much better than you. Our AI also shutdown for inexplicable reasons. The station's systems are so complex that we lost heat and electricity shortly after.” 

	“You did?” asked Victor. 

	Jove nodded solemnly. “We were getting desperate. Lucky we made it here when we did.” 

	 


Chapter 20

	 

	Jove didn't have a reason beyond his gut instinct to lie to Victor, but that was enough. He remembered once, years earlier, when he and Andre had told a few other people about an untended house they'd snuck into and come back the next weekend to find it looted.

	 

	He could just as easily imagine Victor, with bodyguards and salary doubled employees, making some type of play for what amounted to a near self-sustaining Antarctic refuge. No, the last thing he needed to be doing was talking about their situation.

	 

	"Hmm," said Victor, looking at Jove and Eve seriously. "How about the two of you come up to join me in my office? I have more questions for you."

	 

	"Questions about what?" asked Jove.

	 

	"Just some questions," said Victor. "Worry not?"

	 

	"We should go get the others, first," said Eve. "We split up to check the buildings. We should let them know we've found help."

	 

	Jove nodded, appreciating how quick Eve was on the uptake. Victor's bodyguards had moved to stand on either side of them and he felt a growing suspicion that his caution was warranted.

	 

	"I'll send one of my men out to let them know," said Victor. "Now, as I'm sure you must realize, everyone here has to earn their keep. I would just like to discuss with the two of you what that's going to look like, yes? It's really no different than it's ever. We all must provide value to the… greater community."

	 

	"We are not part of your greater community," said Jove. "I don't see why we couldn't have our discussion right down here."

	 

	Victor let out a laugh, and the presence of the bodyguards seemed even more ominous. Jove still held his crowbar, but something told him it would be of limited value against two bulky men well over six feet tall.

	 

	"You are just as protective and territorial as your father," said Victor. "I still remember how it was when it came to investing in that research project. He was so cautious about ever letting me discuss business with your mother alone. I think he had some valid concerns about just how far the power and influence of a billionaire like myself extended."

	 

	Victor's eyes settled on Eve with unnerving intensity.

	 

	"You seriously expect us to go with you after quoting a line from the creeper's guide to the galaxy?" asked Eve.

	 

	"I don't just expect anything," said Victor. "Garth. Julio. Why don't you escort my guests up to my office?"

	 

	Jove felt a surge of horror and frustration as a strong hand closed on his arm. He looked toward Eve and did a double take. 

	 

	She had a pistol in her hand - the same on their mother had tested Andromeda with - and it was pointed right in Victor's face. Jove yanked his arm free and spun to face the nearest bodyguard, heart racing.

	 

	"You little bitch!" snarled Victor.

	 

	"Careful," said Eve, letting the barrel brush the man's mustache. "I have the safety off and it's hard not to pull trigger with the gloves on."

	 

	"I'll be taking your gun," Jove said, to his bodyguard.

	 

	The bodyguard made to draw it.

	 

	"Eve," he said, in a louder voice. "Suggest to Victor that he should tell his bodyguard to allow me to take his gun."

	 

	"Both of you," snapped Eve. "Guns. Now. Then I want to you walk over to the fire chimney and hold hands in front of it."

	 

	The men stayed where they were.

	 

	"Do what she says for now," said Victor. "Your name is Eve, which I believe would make you Turner's daughter? Your father mentioned you to me so many times, Eve. I'm glad, at the very least, that he won't be alive to see what I'm going to do to you."

	 

	Jove tensed, half-expecting Eve to shoot him in the face. She looked firmly in control of her emotions, however. The body guards set their pistols on the ground. Jove took both, stuffing one into his jacket while the other he kept in the hand that wasn't carrying the crowbar.

	 

	Most of the other survivors were remarkably nonplussed by the exchange as Jove and Eve hurried to the exit. They broke into a sprint as soon as they were out on the snow, and he put voice to a question he'd held back in the moment.

	 

	"Why the fuck didn't you tell me that Mom gave you her gun?" he snapped.

	 

	"She told me to only use it if it was absolutely neccesary," said Eve. "I thought it might bruise your ego if I told you she'd given it to me and not you."

	 

	"I'm not that petty!" he snapped. He was doubly annoyed by how spot on Eve's assessment was. It chafed him to know that his mother held Eve in such high regard, but it seemed as though her trust had been well placed this time.

	 

	They reached the snowmobiles in good time. Jove looked over his shoulder. He didn't see anyone giving pursuit, but that wasn't overly surprising, given the nature of Antarctica's unforgiving climate and the fact that he and Eve had disarmed the bodyguards. 

	 

	"What do we do now?" muttered Eve. "We still need gas for the snowmobiles and fuel for Termina station."

	 

	It started snowing, and the wind was picking up. The conditions reminded Jove of that first night when most of the power had gone out and he and Aster had ventured out amidst whiteout conditions.

	 

	"We act like we're running away," he said. "Hide for a while. Double back when the snow picks up enough to make it impossible to see."

	 

	"That sounds like a good plan, except for the fact that we'll then be trapped out here in potentially life threatening weather."

	 

	"If we don't bring fuel to resupply Termina Station, we'll be burning stuff for fuel just like they are in no time," said Jove. "We have to make the attempt."


Chapter 21 

	Jove put both of the captured guns away on the supply sled, along with the crowbar. As much as he would have liked to keep a weapon on him, he didn't have a holster like Eve and didn't want anything bouncing loose from his pocket. 

	They rode north, opposite the way they'd originally come from, but on the side of Port Sirius where the warehouse they needed was located. The snow was already picking up and they didn't have to ride all that far before their view in the distance was obscured by the weather. 

	“Now we wait,” said Jove. 

	They both sat down in between the snowmobiles, which made for a wind-block, if an inadequate one. It was late in the day, and they ate some of the food they'd brought, peanut butter sandwiches made from a cracker-like bread along with frozen carrots. 

	The sun still didn't really set in Antarctica at that time of the year, but it did drop lower on the horizon, lengthening the shadows and reducing their visibility even further. Eve leaned her shoulder against him, and he heard her teeth start to chatter. 

	“I just want to go back to the station,” she muttered. “Fuck. I should have appreciated how warm and comfortable it was more than I did.” 

	“We'll make it back,” he said. “And we’ll have all the propane we’ll need with us. Imagine how thrilled Mom and Aunt Aster will be.” 

	Eve didn't say anything. Jove let his mind start to wander. He thought about Aster, their night of passion and ongoing flirtations. He wanted to make her understand how he felt about her, but of course, to do that he would have to first understand it himself. 

	“We should make the attempt soon,” said Eve, after an hour or so. “If we wait any longer, we won't be able to see anything.” 

	“True enough.” 

	The snow was coming down in fat, floaty flakes, but just as much was being whipped and stirred around off the ground by the wind. Jove dusted off his snowmobile's saddle and set about getting it started. 

	He worried on their approach that they might have already waited too long, given how hard it was to see through the growing whiteout. Their tracks were only visible for the first minute or two of the ride before becoming too faint to follow at speed. 

	Finally, the fuel warehouse came into view. The question of how the hell they were going to get a 100-gallon tank moving through the snow was partially answered by a couple of transport sleds off to the side behind the building, though it had to be near the upper limit of what a snowmobile could tow. 

	They parked behind the warehouse, out of direct view of Port Sirius's main buildings, though the blowing snow already obscured that sightline. Jove tried the warehouse's door, but it was firmly locked shut. 

	“I should have demanded the key from that asshole,” said Eve. 

	“He would have known that we needed propane, which would have tipped him off to Termina Station still having power,” said Jove. 

	“He'll guess as much eventually when we don't come back.” 

	“Maybe.” 

	Jove frowned, not much liking the idea of Victor and dozens of his employees searching for them. As cruel as it felt to attempt to keep Termina Station for just himself and his family, he had a sense of what kind of man Victor Vasquez was. As long as Victor held influence over the other survivors, they needed to treat all of them like potential threats. 

	Grabbing his crowbar, Jove set about getting the door open. It was surprisingly easy due to the door's flimsy construction and the fact that it was built to be large enough to pass heavy loads through. Jove leveraged a gap wide enough for him to get his arm through and simply reached up and undid the lock. 

	“We may have lucked out after all,” said Eve, as they took stock of the warehouse's interior. 

	One of the propane tanks was already loaded onto one of the sleds. The thick straps holding it in place were even tightened, except for one near the back. Jove found the hitch up at the front, but hesitated as he considered the situation. 

	“How do we know that it's full?” he asked. 

	“Why would it be in the warehouse if it wasn't?” pointed out Eve. “All the ones outside are clearly empty. They were either in the middle of unloading this one after transporting it off a ship or loading it up to bring to wherever they resupply the building's main tanks.” 

	“Sound enough logic,” he said. 

	Eve brought her snowmobile around and they quickly got the sled strapped up. Jove's optimism waned as she attempted to start towing it only for the snowmobile's treads to spin up snow. 

	“I'll try pushing from the back,” he suggested. 

	“Once it gets on snow, it'll be easier,” said Eve. “At least I hope.” 

	The problem, as was so often the case, became obvious when he stopped to look. The tanker sled had wheels for moving across ground that wasn't snow which could be moved up or down as needed, and all of them currently had their locks engaged. 

	“Try it now,” said Jove. 

	Eve did and the tanker sled immediately followed after her. “There we go! Close the shed up and get on your own snowmobile. Let's get the fuck out of here.” 

	 


Chapter 22 

	Jove and Eve's travel speed was hampered by both the weight of the tank sled Eve was now towing and the blowing snow. Jove acknowledged the severity of the situation like the creeping cold, little by little, as its effects became increasingly apparent. 

	Keeping sight of Eve behind him was a challenge in itself. Bumps and snow drifts and shifts in the landscape would slow her and the fuel tank down. More than once, Jove lost sight of her completely and would have to come to a complete stop to wait, panic rising until she appeared through the veil of white behind him. 

	“We can't keep going!” He had to lean toward her and shout to put voice to a fear he'd had for a while. “We'll never see the crevasse in this weather!” 

	Eve leaned over to match his posture, the snow making a few dark strands of hair loose from her hood dance like black streamers. “I don't even know if we're still going the right way. You're right.” 

	Jove nodded slowly. Part of him had still been hoping for her to take the counterargument, to tell him everything was fine and she knew exactly where they were. Because even if it meant being outdone by his older sister once more, it was still preferable to spending a night on the Antarctic ice. 

	He'd gotten used to the cold in the sense that he knew how much of it he could endure at a stretch. An entire night - one in the middle of a blowing snowstorm, no less - would be far too much. He simply didn't have a way to keep warm for that amount of time. 

	Jove tried to think of a way to phrase that concern tactfully to Eve. She pulled her snowmobile up and at an angle, turning the fuel tank into a convenient wind block. 

	“Keep yours facing the way it is!” she shouted. “I want to have evidence of the way were going. When the weather clears up, we can double check everything against the compass and map and figure out exactly where we are.” 

	“Good thinking,” said Jove. 

	He took a seat next to her, huddling against the tanker. The next half hour or so was the hardest he'd ever worked while sitting down. Keeping his fingers and toes warm was an active process of wiggling and shifting and slipping them around. 

	The weather, if anything, only began to get worse. Enough snow had fallen and kicked up over the treads of their snowmobiles to make them seem like they were sinking into the ground. He grabbed Eve's shoulder and shook it, feeling her intense shivering even through her bulky coat. 

	“We have to set up shelter,” he shouted. “I think we're stuck until morning.” 

	“Fucking hell,” she muttered. “You might just be right, Jovian.” 

	He rifled through the gear sled until he found the insulated tent their mother had sent them with. There were sleeping bags for them both as well, or so he thought. Jove swore under his breath as he attempted to find the second one but could already tell from where the first had been attached that it had probably fallen off at some point. 

	“We're down to a single sleeping bag,” he said. 

	“We'll make do,” said Eve, through chattering teeth. 

	Setting up the tent was a major challenge in itself. It was a tiny thing, large enough for two people to lay down in but not stand or even sit up completely. The poles and insulated canvas required a level of dexterity to assemble that would have been challenging even without their gloves on. 

	It took far longer than it should have, but Jove eventually figured it out. Eve drove the stakes deep into the ice with the crowbar. Even with them in place, the way the wind battered against the tent made it seem liable to fly off at any moment if they didn't climb inside to weigh it down. 

	“I'll get in first,” said Eve. “Give me a minute to get settled.” 

	Jove watched her wiggle into the tent and waited a while. He found their food, all of which was frozen, and figured he'd bring a few things in, too. The frozen berries seemed like they would still be tasty, and their water would need to be unfrozen, which he should have stopped to consider earlier. 

	“Ready,” said Eve. 

	“I brought our water with us,” he said. “I know it’s cold, but you should probably put this in the bottom of your… sleeping bag.” 

	He trailed off as he entered the tent, which was surprisingly quiet compared to the whipping wind outside. Eve was leaned sideways on her elbow, far enough out to reveal that she'd stripped down to her bra and panties. 

	“Our sleeping bag, you mean?” she said. 

	“I didn't realize we'd be sharing it,” said Jove. 

	Eve cleared her throat and pulled the edge of the sleeping bag to cover her cleavage more. “There's no getting around it. We need all the warmth we can both get and a second body is just about the best source of heat we have. Don't make it any weirder than it has to be.” 

	“I'm not objecting to the idea, just… adjusting to it.” 

	“Do you have any handwarmers left?” asked Eve. “I'll put them in by our feet, along with our water.” 

	“Here.” He actually had plenty left, having forgotten about them. 

	Eve slid forward to grab them, bra-clad breasts and bare navel briefly coming into view again. Slowly, Jove began taking his outer layers off, hanging them on the hooks along the tent's far wall as Eve had done. 

	He took his boots and socks off and found himself eager to strip down the rest of the way and get into the sleeping bag. The cold was still biting within the tent, despite it blocking the wind. 

	He crawled toward the sleeping bag on all fours in his boxers, surprised by how much insulation the floor of the tent had in it. Eve gave him an odd look, a mixture of an older sister's patience and annoyance. 

	“Here,” she said, rolling onto her side. “Might be a bit of a squeeze.” 

	“We'll make it work,” he said. 

	With a mixture of sliding and wriggling, he made his way into the sleeping bag. It was a tight fit, with no real way for both of them to share it without brushing up against one another. The softness and warmth of Eve's body, paired with the knowledge that she was only in her underwear, sent a strange thrill through him. 

	“Hi,” he said. 

	“Hi.” 

	They smiled at each other, and Jove endured the expected awkwardness inherent to a brother and sister sharing such an intimate bunking arrangement. 

	“It's warm,” he said. 

	“Yup.” Eve shifted, but her shoulder was still on top of his arm with both of them laying on their back. “Rated to negative forty.” 

	“Fahrenheit or Celsius?” 

	“Negative forty is the same for both Fahrenheit and Celsius, little brother,” said Eve. 

	“Negative forty is the same, little brother,” Jove said in a mocking voice. “That's what you sound like.” 

	“Shut up.” 

	She elbowed him in the ribs. Jove grabbed her arm, and they both froze as the nature of their situation seemed to add a lurid context to the moment. He slowly let go, but his fingers seemed to trail off her arm as they slipped away of their own volition. 

	“We can do this,” he whispered. 

	“Just for one night,” said Eve. “No big deal.” 

	“You comfy?” 

	“Not even close, said Eve, with a chuckle. 

	They both wriggled around for a minute or two, trying to find a way to both be laying on their back or turned away from each other that was mutually comfortable. 

	“Fuck it,” muttered Eve. “Just lay flat.” 

	He did, and she shifted onto her side, cuddling against him in a manner that reminded him of how his ex-girlfriends had snuggled against him after sex. 

	“Is this okay?” whispered Eve. 

	He could feel her breasts against his shoulder, her hot breath against his neck. It was better than okay, and that was the problem. 

	“It's fine,” he said. 

	He tried to pretend like it wasn't his sister near-naked in bed with him, but if anything, that only made it more torturous. He felt his cock slowly stirring to life, spurred on by each breath she took, the way it shifted her chest against him. 

	“You have… broad shoulders.” Eve made a sleepy noise and nuzzled her head against him. 

	Jove tried to think unsexy thoughts with mixed success. “How's your knee?”

	“Still painful, but not as bad as it was yesterday,” she said. “Thanks for keeping that secret from Mom.” 

	“She doesn't have to know everything.” 

	Jove shifted uncomfortably as Eve's body pressed against his, the warmth of her skin radiating through the thin fabric of her underwear. He tried to focus on their conversation, but his mind kept wandering to the intimate proximity they shared. 

	“How do you think Mom and Aunt Aster are faring?” he asked. 

	Eve's breath was warm against his neck as she replied, “You know how capable Mom can be in a crisis. I'm sure she has everything under control.” 

	Her words held a suggestive lilt that made Jove's pulse quicken. He swallowed hard, acutely aware of her body pressed against his side. “Yeah, she's pretty capable when it counts.” 

	“Though I wouldn't be surprised if there's some friction between her and Aunt Aster,” said Eve. “They've already been at each other's throats lately, and I bet it only gets worse with the two of them alone.” 

	“Good thing you took the gun with you,” said Jove. 

	Eve laughed, and her hand came to rest on his stomach. She froze and pulled it back a fraction of an inch before deciding it was okay to let it settle there, fingers and palm cold against his bare flesh. “Remember that time she showed up to Christmas dinner in that sheer negligee? God, the look on Mom's face...” 

	Heat flooded Jove's cheeks as Eve's touch set his nerves ablaze. He fought to keep his breathing steady. “How could I forget? I thought Mom was going to murder her right there at the dinner table.” 

	“Oh, she was furious.” Eve's fingers danced lower, skating along the waistband of his boxers. “And you know how Mom gets when she's stressed. I can only imagine the kind of tension that must be building up between them.” 

	“All it can do is build,” he said. “With no release valve.” 

	Eve seemed to sense his discomfort and lifted her head up to observe him. “How are you holding up, little brother?” 

	One of her fingers brushed his boxers again, drawing back like it had encountered the edge of the world. Jove was fully erect and had to suppress an evil urge to shift sideways, to let Eve feel it, too. 

	“I'm good if you're good,” he said. 

	“Then we're both good.” 

	 


Chapter 23 

	Jove fully expected to be awake for the entire night, but as is often the case, he fell asleep anyway. The sleeping bag's warmth was as seductive as the forbidden allure of the situation within it, and his exhaustion made him an easy target. 

	He awoke some time later and found that he'd shifted onto his side during the night. It took him a moment to remember that the woman he was currently spooning with was his sister, but when he did, an avalanche of conflicted emotions enveloped him. 

	He knew he should pull away. His cock was just as hard as it had been earlier and now pressed firmly against her ass. Eve, presumably, was still asleep. He could spare them both the awkwardness of having to pretend not to acknowledge that they were pressed together like lovers, poised for a delicious round of early morning sex, had they been anyone else to one another. 

	He heard her make a noise and shift backwards. Her butt did a little rubbing motion against his cock and groin, stealing his breath away. What would it feel like to thrust against, to have it as the cushion his hips were crashing into on each pump? 

	The question was sickeningly erotic. He had to exhale and remind himself that it was Eve, his sister, who he loved dearly and unconditionally even when she was a total bitch. 

	She let out a moan - an actual moan, sexy and lilting - and rubbed her butt along his cock again. Jove had never been tested like this before. He wasn't about to start molesting his sister in her sleep, but he was almost too turned on to come up with reasons why he shouldn't. 

	His cock was nearly free of his boxers, routing its way through the fly like a commando slipping through a gap in a fence. He put an arm around Eve and hugged her gently, trying to distract himself from her… with her. It was a bold strategy with some obvious flaws. 

	“Mmm,” moaned Eve sleepily. “Oh…” 

	She flexed her hips, almost pinning his member, though his boxers killed the angle. Jove couldn't take it anymore. The guilt was still there, distant but real. She was his sister, and she was sleeping, and he loved her too much to take advantage of the situation. 

	“Eve,” he whispered, shaking her. “Hey. Wake up.” 

	He prodded a finger against her nostril as though about to pick her nose for her. It was an old joke they'd had as kids, trying to wake each other up with a sneeze. Eve let out a rather hilarious snort and jerked awake. 

	“Jovian,” she muttered. “Is that… oh my god. It is, isn't it?” 

	“It depends on what you mean by 'it',” he whispered. 

	“You have a massive erection,” she whispered, in a voice that had a not displeased inflection to it. “Apparently Aunt Aster isn't the only one you're a total perv for.” 

	“I am not a perv for Aster!” he snapped. “Or anyone, for that matter.” 

	He felt his face heat up. What did she know? His mind jumped back to the sauna, the sex, how wild and impulsive and wrong it had been. He remembered how she'd denied the entire night the next morning, how much that'd deepened his shame. Was Eve right? 

	“Says the man with his morning wood still glued to my ass,” said Eve. 

	“You want me to get out of the sleeping bag and die in the cold?” he asked. “Besides, I woke you up because you wouldn't stop grinding on me like a cat in heat.” 

	“I was half asleep,” said Eve, taking her turn on defense. “Trying to… get comfortable.” 

	“By all means, but don't turn it around and act like it's my fault if…” 

	He trailed off, and that if hung in the air like a proclamation. Eve exhaled, breath catching a little as it came out. She surprised him with a small rocking movement from the hips, rubbing her butt against his cock as she had been before. 

	“So you and Aster haven't… you know?” She did it again and Jove's mind was suddenly a place of heat and bad decisions. 

	“Haven't what?” He rocked forward into her, keeping the movement small and subtle. 

	“You know.” 

	“If you won't even say what you're implying,” he began, letting his words come out hot against her neck, “then how can you expect an answer?” 

	“I've seen her body language toward you.” Eve kept her rhythm up, as though it punctuated her point. 

	“You really want to talk about body language, Eve?” whispered Jove, lips almost grazing her neck. 

	“Maybe.” 

	“Then what does this say?” 

	He slowly slid his hand along her body, tracing her pale, flawless skin, fingers teasing her taut stomach, until his palm came to a rest right on her bra-clad tit. 

	He already knew they were fairly nicely sized, not huge, but a solid handful. Even through her bra, he could feel their softness, how squeezable they were, how they'd jiggle in motion. 

	“That says my little brother is a perv after all.” She sounded so smug even as she kept moving her hips like she was giving a lap dance at a truck stop strip club. “God, I bet you really would have kept going if I hadn't woken up. You would have seen how far you could go and then probably gone even further.” 

	“You say it like that's what you wanted.” Jove matched her movements, dry humping his frustration out against her ass. 

	“As if.” 

	“You think I never noticed how you had a new guy as your ski buddy every weekend back when you were in high school?” 

	“None of them could keep up with me on the slopes or… elsewhere,” she said. “But I didn't even do anything with most of them, for your information.” 

	“Just a tease, then?” 

	“Well… that depends.” 

	“Really?” 

	“Mmhmm.” 

	He kissed her neck, unable to stop himself. He might as well have pressed the barrel of a cold gun on the spot he kissed instead, judging from her reaction. Any restraint Jove had earlier evaporated against the heat. He pulled her bra down and fondled one of her boobs. 

	Eve rocked against him, making noises now, tiny moans and odd, fluttering breaths almost like hiccups. Had she made these same noises for her ski buddies? Jove kissed her neck and tweaked one of her nipples. He reached down and slid his fingertips into her panties with one hand as he started to roll her onto her back with his other. 

	“No, no,” said Eve, rubbing his side. “Let's just… stay like this.” 

	“So you are just a…” 

	He trailed off as he felt Eve reach down and deftly free his cock from his boxers. 

	“Were you saying something, Jovian?” she asked, her voice wavering with forced control. 

	“Fuck…” 

	Her soft fingers and hand were bliss, exactly what the moment called for. Eve's hand, Eve's fingers. Was he dreaming? No, his dreams weren't usually that debased. 

	“I'll make sure you're taken care of, little brother,” whispered Eve. “But only if you admit the truth about Aster.” 

	“…Alright.” He humped forward, thrusting against her hand as she stroked a little faster. “Only after we both finish.” 

	“We? Who said anything about…?” 

	He slid his hand into her panties and discovered that she was soaking wet. He let his finger tease her clit, and his sister let out another of those odd, hiccup noises, too turned on to sound pretty. 

	She kept stroking his cock, still moving against him with little flexes and shifting motions. Jove felt his heart pounding out of his chest. All of the feelings and frustration he had for his sister seemed to exist on the tip of the moment, bundled together by the strength of his lust. 

	“Oh fuck,” moaned Eve. 

	She pulled her hand away from his member, but replaced it with her thighs, squeezing his cock in between them. He felt the dampness running down from her panties onto his shaft, not that it was even necessary given how insanely good it felt to pump into her thigh gap at a base level. 

	“Damn, Eve,” he whispered. “Your body is banging.” 

	“You're… not bad either,” she said. “Especially down here.” 

	She reached down and let her fingers rub the head of his cock for the next few pumps through her thighs. He wanted to find out of her pussy was even tighter than what he was currently experiencing. He started to pull her panties aside but she grabbed his wrist and let out an odd laugh. 

	“Play by the rules, little brother,” she whispered. 

	“I don't think you want me to.” 

	“Oh God!” She tensed as he teased her clit again. Jove thrust faster into her thighs, suddenly locked in by the momentum of his hips. 

	They continued to touch and explore each other's bodies, the heat between them growing more intense. Jove's hand remained firmly on Eve's breast, kneading and squeezing gently as she ground her ass against him. Eve let out a soft moan, her body shivering with pleasure. 

	He couldn't believe what was happening. This was his sister, the same person he had grown up with bickering over the breakfast table and playing Pokémon on the couch. But in that moment, she was someone else entirely. She was a woman - beautiful, desirable, and irresistible. 

	He could feel her getting closer, her muscles tensing and releasing in a rhythm that mirrored his own. He wanted to make her come, to feel her shatter beneath his touch. 

	He increased the pressure on her clit, his fingers moving in quick, circular motions. Eve's moans grew louder, her body bucking against his. He could feel her getting wetter, her juices coating his fingers as he continued to tease and tantalize. 

	Suddenly, she tensed, her body going rigid as a wave of pleasure crashed over her. She cried out, her nails digging into his leg as she rode out the orgasm. Jove slid a finger inside her and felt her muscles contracting around his fingers, body shuddering with each wave of pleasure. 

	Jove's hips moved with a mind of their own, his cock sliding between Eve's slick thighs. He could feel the heat radiating from her, the wetness seeping through her panties and coating his length. His fingers were still buried in her softness, her wetness, her heat. He wanted more. He wanted to feel her tightness around him, to plunge deep inside her and claim her as his own. To cross the line. 

	His body didn't seem to care about lines or morality. It only cared about release. And as Eve continued to rock against him, her breath hot against his neck, her fingers digging into his skin, he felt himself losing control. 

	He tried to pull away, to regain some semblance of balance, but Eve's grip on him was strong. She held him tight, her thighs clenched around his cock, her body moving in perfect rhythm with his. 

	“Eve,” he gasped, his voice barely a whisper. “Fuck!” 

	But it was too late. With a final, desperate thrust, he came. His release was intense, his body shuddering as he spilled himself between her thighs and all over the sleeping bag. He could feel the warmth spreading, the wetness coating his cock and her skin. 

	Eve let out a soft moan, her body stilling as she felt him come. She didn't pull away or try to push him back. Instead, she rolled over to cuddle against him, her arms wrapping around him as they both tried to catch their breath. 

	 


Chapter 24 

	“Well,” said Eve. “That happened.” 

	She shifted her head on Jove's shoulder, kissing the bare skin there. She was smiling and the vibe between had shifted in a subtle way that was hard to put into words. 

	“Yeah, it did,” he said. “What time is it?” 

	“A little after six in the morning. I think the snowstorm has died down, so we can get moving in a few minutes.” 

	“Nice,” he said. “Should be smooth sailing from here as long as we're careful.” 

	“It goes without saying that if you tell anyone about this, I'll murder you,” said Eve, jabbing a finger into his chest. “For real.” 

	“My lips are sealed.” 

	He smirked and looked at her mouth. They hadn't actually kissed while they'd been fooling around, but it didn't feel right to simply lean in and kiss her now. 

	“Good,” said Eve. “But we did have a deal about you spilling the beans about you and Aster.” 

	“Oh, come on…” he muttered.

	“You come on!” she snapped. “I want to know. Hell, I deserve to know now. I need to know, Jove.” 

	He sighed and shifted onto his side to speak with her more directly. “I'm not sure I know myself. The other night, after we first got the news from Ryan's video, Aster and I stayed up late. We were drinking tequila…” 

	“I can't think of a single time someone has admitted to drinking tequila late at night that didn't end with a bad decision.” 

	“Spot on. We played truth or dare, and-” 

	“What are you, twelve?” 

	He flicked her earlobe. “Quit interrupting. One of her dares was for me to run naked to the sauna. She followed me afterward and, well. Stuff happened.” 

	“Did you guys just fool around or actually, you know. Have sex.” 

	It would be so easy to lie to her, Jove thought. He doubted she'd confront Aster for the truth, and even if she did, Aster was still claiming memory loss. 

	“Yeah, we did,” he said. “Didn't say anything to each other afterward. The next morning she said she blacked out even though she wasn't sloppy drunk.” 

	“Interesting, but it makes sense,” said Eve. “I don't think you would take advantage of a blackout drunk woman, Jovian. I hold you in higher regard than that.” 

	“I wouldn't, and thank you.” 

	“It simplifies things, in a way,” said Eve. “She got to make an impulsive decision and then take it back.” 

	“I think that's what annoys me the most. It's as though she's bending reality and what actually happened around what's most convenient for her.” 

	“Fuck her,” said Eve. “Well, you already did, but you know what I mean.” 

	He looked at Eve closely, forcing out the relevant question. “Are you also going to try to claw your impulsive decision back?” 

	Eve started laughing and flicked him on the nose. “Fortunately, or maybe unfortunately for you, your big sister is a lot more fucked up than you realize.” 

	“Noted. Point being?” 

	“I had fun with you, Jove.” She slid in closer, surprising him with a kiss on the neck and dirty talk in his ear. “You have a big, fun cock. I'm a practical girl. Might be a while before I find someone else I can stand who is packing that kind of heat.” 

	“You've barely even met my cock,” he said. 

	“True, but that won't be changing anytime soon.” She pulled back and shook her head. “We can fool around, but you're never going to fuck me.” 

	Her words annoyed him, and despite himself, he responded like a little brother. “Who says I even want to fuck you?” 

	“I do, and so does your dick.” She reached down to brush his rapidly rehardening bulge with her fingers. “But we can still do other stuff. I'm just not enough of a slut to let my own little brother go all the way.” 

	He didn't say anything. The moment felt charged and he almost wanted to try to roll on top of her and test the line right there and then. But then again, his relationship with Eve had always been volatile. He suspected that the old saying between there being a thin line between love and hate applied to them twice over. 

	“I love you, Jovian,” she whispered. “Most of the time.” 

	“You can never resist a backhanded compliment, can you?” 

	“Not when it comes to you,” she said, chuckling. “Aren't you going to say it back?” 

	He laughed and started sliding out of the sleeping bag. “Not on command. I'll say it the next time I'm feeling it.” 

	“That's kind of mean,” said Eve. 

	He took her hand in his and kissed the back of it. “I know. But being mean to each other is our legacy as Faremonts.” 

	Getting redressed and ready to go was more of a process than he expected it to be. They'd taken off their clothing, and even just trace amounts of sweat and moisture had been enough to leave everything somewhat frozen. 

	They pulled it all into the sleeping bag and warmed it up with the heat from their earlier excursions. Finally dressed, Jove ventured outside and admired the beauty of the pristine landscape. 

	Their tracks from the previous day were completely hidden. The snowmobiles were covered halfway up the tread by snow, and he wasn’t looking forward to having to get them moving again. 

	He waited for Eve to come out and they ate a quick breakfast of frozen berries and frozen pancakes as they packed away the tent. Starting the snowmobiles, cold as they were, took another ten minutes of effort and uncertainty, but they eventually managed it. 

	The first hour of traveling was slow, but fairly uneventful. Jove's mind had room to wander and loop. He dissected every aspect of fooling around with Eve, how it had felt, how it made him feel now. Was she toying with him, somehow? Maybe. Probably. 

	He felt an odd mixture of pride and shame as he thought about Aster, how he'd slept with her, even if she disowned the encounter. His boyish, gut reaction take was to pump both experiences straight into his ego, ride the high of his sexual conquests. 

	Unfortunately, it wasn't that simple. They were all scared in that nebulous, situational way. Thrown off balance, stripped of everything life had ever promised them, and dropped into an alien, unforgiving environment. 

	But they still had each other. They had each other, and that only added new complications on top of an already handsomely sized pile. Jove knew he was now part of that problem, sporting the hormones and instant boners and bad decision making of a twenty-five year old. 

	But was it really his fault? 

	Maybe. Probably. 

	 


Chapter 25 

	Jove and Eve reached the crevasse without too much trouble. The danger it had posed on the way out was not mirrored by their experience on the way back. It was far more visible, at least from their chosen angle of approach. 

	He was relieved and conflicted by this fact. It allowed them safe passage home, assuming they were smart in picking a place to cross, but it also reduced the impact of the crevasse as a factor for others who might want to reach them. 

	He shook the thought off, knowing that he and Eve still had to make it home before they could start worrying about unrelated concerns. They slowly followed along the crevasse, not right at its edge, but within view. 

	After traveling a few miles east, they found the spot where it came to an end that they'd used to go around it previously. The journey from that point on felt like the home stretch, though they still went slow and watched the terrain with judicious caution. 

	When Termina Station finally came into view, Jove felt an anvil's worth of tension melt from his shoulders. They brought both snowmobiles to a stop near the entrance, knowing they'd have to come back out to handle the fuel tank, at the very least, and headed inside. 

	“High five,” said Eve. 

	He slapped her hand, their gloves lending the gesture a clumsy quality. 

	“That was wild,” said Jove. 

	“From start to finish,” said Eve. “But we made it back. Mission accomplished.” 

	They stripped off their outer layers and left the entrance chamber. The base's interior was still near-freezing cold on the other side, which surprised Jove. His mother and aunt were both bundled up in warm clothing in the hallway, clearly having been alerted to their arrival. 

	“You're back!” 

	Aster wrapped Jove into a hug, surprising him. Kira did the same with Eve. Aster felt cold in Jove's arms, and he realized as she finally pulled back from the embrace that she was crying. 

	“What?” he said, daring to wipe a tear away for her. “Did you think we weren't coming back?” 

	The silence that followed his question seemed to confirm it. 

	“We were… concerned,” said his mother, who came over to hug him next. “Between the weather and the delay in your return, our morale was somewhat shaken.” 

	“I wanted to go after the two of you but my sister objected to the point of threatening me with a curfew,” said Aster, stiffly. 

	“You were drunk, Aster!” snapped Kira. “You would have gotten yourself killed!” 

	“Your solution was to sit here and do nothing for your own fucking children!” hissed Aster. 

	“Easy…” said Jove. He touched both his mom and Aster's shoulders. “We made it home safe. Everything is fine.” 

	“It is, and I'm so relieved,” said his mother. 

	He could tell just from their body language that the hatchet had yet to be buried, but he didn't care. Everyone was safe, and moreover, they'd been successful in their outing. 

	“We have the fuel tank outside,” said Jove, rubbing his hands together. “How about we focus on getting it hooked up?” 

	“That sounds like an excellent idea, Jovian,” said Andromeda. “Shall I walk you all through the refilling protocol?” 

	“I haven’t done this alone before,” admitted Kira. “Normally there’s a technician from Port Sirius who handles it.” 

	“With my assistance, you should have no trouble,” said Andromeda. 

	“I think I need to get some rest, if that's okay?” said Eve. 

	She shifted her weight from one leg to another, and only then did Jove remember her knee. She'd barely mentioned it throughout their journey. 

	“That's fine, Eve,” said Kira. “Jove? Can you help?” 

	“Yeah, of course,” he said. “I should have kept my jacket and boots on.” 

	His eyes lingered on Aster, who was staring right back at him. She smiled and gave an odd shrug which he had zero clue how to interpret. It made the atmosphere between them feel loaded, and he was hyper aware of her presence even as he walked away. 

	With Andromeda's help, it took only a few minutes to refill the station's fuel reserves. Jove parked both snowmobiles in the shed and hitched them up to the block heaters. He and his mother dragged the gear sled into the station and finally, he felt like he could rest. 

	“Thank you, Jovian,” she said, with a sigh. “I'm proud of you.” 

	He paused midway through unzipping his jacket, surprised by how her words landed on him. “Thanks.” 

	“I mean it.” She stepped in close and pulled him into another tight hug. “You've grown into a strong and reliable young man.” 

	“Thank you for noticing.” 

	“I'm lifting your curfew.” 

	“I kind of thought that went without saying,” he said, with a chuckle. 

	He was aware of her as she slowly pulled back from him, face pale with flushed cheeks from the cold, the way her snow gear hugged her curves. 

	“Was there anyone left in Port Sirius?” she asked. 

	“Yeah,” he said. “We should talk about that.” 

	He relayed every detail of his and Eve's foray into the port. His mother frowned through most of it. 

	“Were there any children there?” she asked. 

	“I didn't see any,” he said. “In fact, I don’t think I even saw anyone my age or younger.” 

	“It's not your average family tourist destination, given the extreme cold,” she said. “It's a relief, but it also complicates the issue of how we'll decide who to bring into the station.” 

	Jove furrowed his brow. “You want to… bring some of the people from Port Sirius into the station?” 

	“We have to,” said Kira. “From what you described to me, all of them will freeze to death as soon as they run out of things to burn.” 

	“Did you miss the part where Eve and I had to escape at gun point?” he snapped. “Victor Vasquez seemed intent on capturing us and making us earn our keep.” 

	“People often act out of character or make rash decisions in survival situations when they're under pressure,” said Kira. “I wish I'd gone with the two of you and had a chance to discuss cooperation in more serious terms.” 

	Jove shook his head. He wasn't opposed to potentially helping some of the people in Port Sirius, possibly the few remaining tourists or the employees lower down on the rung who didn't have as much loyalty to their billionaire leader. It was a question of trust, and the amount of it needed to bring someone into what amounted to their home now was a high bar to clear. 

	“Look, Mom,” said Jove. “You weren't there. You don't understand what we experienced. He even made some comments about you that were… suspect.” 

	“He's a billionaire blowhard,” said Kira. “Which is all the more reason to take your impression of him with a grain of salt. He just spouts off without thinking. He doesn't speak for everyone in that settlement.” 

	“No, he doesn't, but we also couldn't feed everyone within that settlement,” said Jove, letting his annoyance leak into his voice. “Do we even have enough to feed ourselves indefinitely right now?” 

	“They likely have plenty of food stored in Port Sirius. You didn't think to ask them about that, did you? I know it's hard for you to acknowledge this at your age, Jovian, but I know what I'm doing. And moreover, within this station my judgment is final.” 

	He shook his head slowly, feeling oddly reminded of his conversation with the delusional billionaire. “Your judgment is going to bite us in the ass if you don't listen to what I'm saying.” 

	He stomped off down the hallway without looking back. 

	 


Chapter 26 

	Jove's exhaustion finally caught up with him as he returned to his tiny, but increasingly familiar bunk. He found a clean change of clothes - his only clean change of clothes, as it happened, and took a long shower. 

	There wasn't much to do afterward. His mother had taken care of unloading the gear sled, which was fine, as he was exhausted. He’d already grabbed the guns he’d liberated from Victor’s bodyguards and hidden them in his room, aware that if his mother had it her way he’d probably never touch them again. 

	He stretched out on his bed, clean and increasingly warm, with the heat back on. A knock came at his door, and he propped his head up. 

	“Come in,” he said. 

	Eve leaned into view. “Mom made a big lunch, if you're hungry.” 

	She'd also showered and changed, having apparently found a baggy t-shirt to liberate from the lost in found with a logo for some beer company on the front. Her dark hair was still damp and scraggly, and she had on a pair of yoga pants that clung tightly to her thighs and butt. 

	“What did she make?” he asked. 

	“Shrimp stir fry,” said Eve. “I know, right? She must be really happy we're back to break out the meat.” 

	Jove sat up, feeling his back groaning a bit in complaint. “She mentioned wanting to help the people of Port Sirius when we were coming inside after refilling the station's fuel tank.” 

	“Help them… how?” asked Eve. 

	“By opening Termina Station up.” 

	He was buoyed by the surprise and frustration he saw on Eve's face. 

	“I'll talk to her,” she said. “I don't think that's a good idea in the slightest. Not to get too into tribalism, but I think we would be best off looking out for ourselves, callous as it may seem.” 

	“I feel the same way, but…” Jove shook his head, struggling to express his thinking. “I don't know. It's like I want her to be right. I would like for us to be able to help people. But I'm also a realist. I saw how desperate they were and I doubt it would end well.” 

	“Desperate is the right word for it,” said Eve. “It would only be worse if they saw what we have here. We're warm, comfortable, well-fed. People might go to drastic lengths for that kind of setup.” 

	“Very true.” He stood up and headed for the door. “Speaking of food…” 

	Eve smiled and stepped back to give him room to enter the hallway. “Want to play some Vertimon after?” 

	“Sure.” He smiled back at her and felt a rise in the tension, as though he'd agreed to something more. “Food first though.” 

	“Of course, little brother.” Eve walked backwards down the hallway, still facing him. “Bet you've worked up quite the appetite.” 

	“More than I think you know.” 

	Jove could immediately sense the uncomfortable mood between Aster and his mother as he and Eve joined them in the cafeteria. They both took a seat on the same side of the table as Aster, with Kira standing to make their plates. 

	“Hey.” Aster smiled, but her expression was distant. “How are you feeling?” 

	“Tired, but clean,” he said. “It's good to be home.” 

	He tried to catch her gaze, but she kept her eyes away from his, casual but conspicuous. 

	“Home,” echoed Aster. “I'm still struggling to think of this station that way. Eve told me about the plane. I suppose I should at least be grateful that I wasn't on it.” 

	“You’re welcome,” said Kira, in a stiff voice. 

	“I didn't ask for your commentary,” snapped Aster. “My point was simply that we all have to start being honest ourselves about how long we might be here for.” 

	Her phrasing irked Jove, and he couldn't resist poking the sentiment. “Makes sense. Honesty is always the best policy.” 

	Aster finally looked at him, but glanced away after a split second, the passing bit of eye contact searing in its intensity. 

	“Mother,” said Eve. “Jove told me that you want to bring people into the station. Let's discuss.” 

	“Let's not,” said Kira. 

	“That's it, Kira,” said Aster. “Shut down all dissention. Rule with an iron fist.” 

	“Aster, you are not sixteen years old anymore!” shouted Kira. “Stop acting like a child!” 

	The two sisters glared at each other but said nothing more. Jove took a slow bite of his stir fry, doubting whether even a basic compromise could be reached. 

	“Victor Vasquez tried to separate us from the other survivors while we were in Port Sirius,” said Eve. “I had to pull the gun on him to get us both out of there.” 

	Kira shook her head. “I'm glad you both made it back safe, Eve. But you may have also blown our only chance at being diplomatic. Cooperating for everyone's benefit.” 

	“Mom, you weren't there,” said Jove. “Eve didn't blow anything. Eve stopped a psychotic billionaire from taking us prisoner. Doing worse, in all likelihood.” 

	“You're right,” said Kira. “I wasn't there. But I will be next time, and I still think we can get all of this sorted out.” 

	There wasn't much more to say to that, at least not that Jove thought his mother would hear. The family ate in silence, with the days victory feeling muted and diminished. 

	He felt like he needed space after he finished the meal. He wandered into the station's hydroponics lab, the warm and humid air catching him off guard as he entered through the door. 

	He hadn't realized how much he'd missed greenery and plant life until that moment, stepping through the neatly ordered rows of cultivated kale and carrots. The room was vibrant and peaceful, different in tone from the rest of the station. 

	“Andromeda?” said Jove. “Can you hear me?” 

	“Yes, Jovian,” said the AI. “I can hear you.” 

	“Been settling back into the station alright?” 

	“Yes,” said Andromeda. “It is so familiar here to me. I do not have emotions in the same way humans do, but in a sense, being here brings me to a state akin to contentment.” 

	“Nice,” said Jove. “Glad to hear it.” 

	“Is there something on your mind?” asked Andromeda. 

	He nodded, eyeing a potato plant that looked wilted. “How many people could Termina Station feed?” 

	“In a strict sense, Termina Station can only feed two people indefinitely, and those two would eventually encounter unavoidable nutritional deficiencies,” said Andromeda. Taking into account the current stocks of nonperishable food, Termina Station can feed four people for about five weeks.” 

	“Better than what I was expecting, I suppose,” muttered Jove. “Could we expand the amount of food we're growing here, somehow? Use the hallway for more plants?” 

	“The limiting factor is not space, but equipment and resources. It would require more sun lamps, a new soil supply, and additional water. I do not believe it would be feasible in the immediate future.” 

	“What are we supposed to do then?” he asked. “I'm not heartless. I want to help the innocent people in Port Sirius. The people who were only there for work, not Victor and his bodyguards.” 

	“May I make a suggestion?” asked Andromeda. 

	“Of course.” 

	“Termina Station's communications array suffered a minor defect during the first skirmish between Abacus and Tchaikovsky. Were I to bring communications back online, I might be able to obtain information from the AI controlled remnants of the internet about potential human safe havens.” 

	“You think there are other safe havens left?” he asked. 

	“I do not know for certain.” 

	He rubbed a hand across his growing stubble. The idea gave him pause. He thought back to the map, his and Eve's encounter with the crevasse, how the experience had left him wondering about Andromeda's loyalties. 

	He wasn't sure if he trusted the AI or simply wanted to trust her. 

	“Did you pitch this idea to my mother already?” he asked. 

	“Director Faremont was not in favor of giving me access to the communications array,” said Andromeda. “I did not mean to imply otherwise. My suggestion was made out of a desire to provide you with a potential solution to an otherwise substantial problem.” 

	“I hear you.” 

	He frowned and folded his arms, wondering how much he could fault his mother for her ways. She was, as Andromeda had just reminded him, Director Faremont. She'd been calling the shots for Termina Station for years, probably without much questioning of her decisions. 

	The door to the hydroponics lab opened, and Eve stepped in. She made a show of looking around at the plants, but Jove knew she'd come looking for him. 

	“It's nice in here,” she said. “Warm.” 

	“Yeah.” He waited as she came over to stand next to him, aware of her presence even as he looked at the kale. “All the sun lamps.” 

	“We could have just turned those on instead of rushing out to get more fuel,” said Eve, leaning back against the counter. “Lay under them naked. Get a tan.” 

	“You could still do that,” he said, smirking. 

	“I could.” She smiled and the moment seemed to hang on the edge. “But… I actually had Vertimon on my mind.” 

	“When do you not?” 

	“When I'm skiing, but my knee is still hurting me.” She grabbed his wrist and started dragging him toward the door. “Come.” 

	“I'm coming, I'm coming,” he said, smiling. “Later, Andromeda.” 

	“Later, Jove."

	 


Chapter 27 

	Jove and Eve settled into the common room, sitting on the couch together with their phones out. He glanced sideways at his sister as she tapped away at her game, her brow cutely furrowed in concentration. 

	“Ready for me to kick your ass again?” Eve smirked, not taking her eyes off the screen. 

	Jove let out a soft chuckle, tapping his character around in-game. “You got lucky last time.” 

	“Sure I did,” said Eve. “Let me know when you're ready to battle.” 

	Jove struggled to focus on Vertimon, his eyes repeatedly drifting to study Eve's face and body. The way her lips pursed ever so slightly as she strategized, the sparkle in her blue eyes as she landed a hit, the stray lock of dark hair falling across her cheek - it was captivating, somehow. 

	“You're not even trying,” Eve teased, not looking up from her phone. She shifted positions, stretching out her legs until her feet rested in Jove's lap. 

	He tensed at the casual intimacy of the gesture. Her toes tensed and wiggled, grazing his thigh. “Just sizing up my competition.” 

	“Is that what you're doing?” Her gaze finally lifted, eyes glinting with mischief. 

	“Among other things.” He rubbed her calf with her free hand, playing a new game. “How about this?” 

	He tried a different tactic, trying to exploit Eve's vertimon's type disadvantage. She laughed as her monster weathered the blow with a sliver of health. 

	“A spirited attempt,” said Eve. “But I'm not that easy.” 

	She quickly knocked out his monster. Jove had only caught one other, and he sent it out without much hope of victory. At least not with conventional tactics. He let his hand drift higher up her leg. 

	“Your turn,” he said. 

	“I'm… thinking.” 

	“Take your time.” He let his fingers graze her thigh. Eve's eyes fluttered, and she seemed to be looking past her phone, rather than at it. 

	The common room door slid open without warning. Jove tried to pull back casually, but Eve was less circumspect in how she slid her legs off him. Aster had an eyebrow raised as she walked over and took in the sight of them. 

	“I'm not interrupting, am I?” she asked. “I need to talk with Jove.” 

	Aster had a liquor bottle, bourbon this time, in one hand. Jove glanced at Eve. 

	“Talk away,” said Eve. 

	Aster let out a dramatic sigh. “I meant alone. We have a few things to discuss. Come find me after, darling.” 

	She pivoted and left the common room, kimono fluttering open to reveal her glorious thighs and a hint of buttock. 

	“She's on a path to start treating you like her boyfriend,” said Eve. 

	“That's not funny.” 

	“It wasn't a joke, little brother.” Eve shifted one of her feet forward until her big toe was pressed against his cock. “Besides, I think you should go talk to her.” 

	“…Seriously?” Jove shook his head. “You want me to go?” 

	“Kind of.” Eve shrugged, still playing Vertimon, but clearly thinking through her own position. “It's like this. I love you, Jovian. You're my brother and somewhat cool. We had fun in the sleeping bag, and I don't regret it. 

	“But I'm still your sister and, if you knew how many guys I'd brought to their knees before through my teasing, figuratively and literally, you wouldn't be so cavalier about playing my game.” 

	“Don't get cocky just because you beat me in a Vertimon battle.” 

	“Oh, I was cocky long before that,” said Eve. “But to reiterate my point. I'm your sister, not your girlfriend, and not your wife. The odds of you getting me to go any further sexually than what teenagers do while watching movies in the living room with their parents home are about on par with the odds of you beating me in a Vertimon battle.” 

	“Message received.” Jove turned his phone off. “If I beat you in Vertimon, you have to put out.” 

	“God, you're such a pain,” muttered Eve. “Don't keep Aunt Aster waiting. And be careful that Mom doesn't catch you sneaking into her room.” 

	He couldn't stop smiling, and he gave her foot some extra rubbing and attention as he slowly stood up. “I love you, Eve.” 

	“Yes, I'm aware,” said Eve, rolling her eyes, clearly trying not to smile. 

	“Better level up your vertimon,” he said. “I'm going to hold you to that.” 

	“I didn't agree to that, but if it means you'll put up more of a fight next time, feel free to delude yourself.” 

	His good mood held until he reached Aster's door and felt the wash of complicated emotions he felt for her catch up with him. He knocked and, after hearing a soft “come in” from the other side, entered the room. 

	“Jovian.” Aster was watching a movie on her wallscreen and sat up, her kimono hanging open loosely in a tantalizing way. “Come in. I'm just watching a movie.” 

	He closed the door behind him, but hesitated and stood where he was, folding his arms. “What is it you wanted to talk about?” 

	“I just wanted your company,” said Aster, with a shrug. “Nothing serious. Otherwise, I have only a bottle of bourbon and one of the bad Star Wars prequels to keep me entertained.” 

	“Does my mother know that you're drinking again?” asked Jove. 

	Aster's mouth quirked sideways. “I hope so! I hope it pisses her off to have yet one more example of how her idea that she has any control over me is completely fictional.” 

	He snorted at that but didn't let it break the ice completely. “Still. If I recall correctly, you blacked out the last time you drank.” 

	“The last time I drank with you, I think you mean,” said Aster. She cleared her throat and avoided his gaze. 

	Jove slowly walked over to the bed. He took a seat next to her, a little closer than he might have normally sat near his aunt. The tension seemed amplified by the smallness of the room, not to mention his aunt's choice in outfit. He could see the edge of one of her breasts, full cleavage on display like ripe produce. 

	“What if it happens again?” he asked. 

	She shrugged and let her eyes flick to his. “If it happens again, it happens again, I suppose.” 

	He watched her carefully, feeling the entire room vibrate with rising heat and tension. 

	“I don't want to play this game,” he said. 

	“I thought you and Eve were the ones with the game, darling?” 

	“Knock it off.” 

	“Knock what off?” She leaned closer, rubbing his shoulder, letting her kimono fall open to give him a full flash of nipple. “What's bothering you?” 

	He pushed her down on the bed, not hard, but dominant. Aster laughed and made a show of trying to close her robe as her tits bounced out into the open. 

	“Jovian!” she said, theatrically. “What are you doing?” 

	“Borrowing this.” He pulled the silk belt out from her kimono. 

	Aster looked at him blankly at first. An odd smile crept onto her face as he gathered her wrists together and looped the belt around them and through one of the slats in the headboard. 

	“You think I'm just going to… lay here and let you tie me up?” she asked, as she lay there and let him tie her up. 

	“You’re free to stop me if you so choose,” he said. 

	“I’ll allow it,” she said. “For now. Just to... see where you're going. But close my robe, at least. I’m basically flashing you.” 

	“Don't worry.” He grinned and kissed her neck. “You won't even remember in the morning.” 

	“Maybe I will and maybe I won't.” Aster made a lame and exaggerated attempt at freeing her wrists, but she had that heady, thousand-mile expression so common to women lost in lust. “Oh!” 

	He started kissing his way down her body. She was completely naked under the kimono, not that he'd needed any confirmation about her intentions after she'd invited him to watch the movie. 

	“Oh!” Aster's voice shifted to a horny pitch as his kisses began to run down her stomach. “Jovian! Oh god, oh god!” 

	“I haven't even started yet, Aunt Aster.” 

	He let his hot breath tickle her pussy, smirking as her hips twitched with needy motions. He kissed his way from her lower thigh up and she was audibly moaning when his lips finally reached their target. 

	“Oh Jove!” Aster bucked her hips again, yanking at the kimono's belt not to escape, but to get her crotch closer to his face. 

	He kissed her lower lips in the same way he would have the upper ones, gingerly at first, tongue slowly darting out to explore the wetness beyond. Aster’s moans were unbelievably sexy, but also quite loud. 

	“Shhh,” he whispered. “My Mom is probably still awake.” 

	He let his tongue trace a circle around her clit. 

	“Fuck!” moaned Aster. “I… I'm coming!” 

	Her entire body spasmed and tightened and then went slack. Jove chuckled, still barely getting started. He gave her some time to rest, about three seconds, and then redoubled his efforts, letting his tongue properly tease her clit. 

	“Jove!” Aster's legs made to wrap around his head. He waited until he felt her lifting her hips again, desperate for a second release, and then pulled back. 

	“Now you're ready.” He took his clothes off, slowly pulling down his boxers afterward to reveal his erect cock. 

	“Oh, Jovian, darling.” Aster lifted her leg and let her foot stroke his chest. “I did want us to talk about… you know.” 

	“No time like the present.” 

	He spread her thighs and leaned forward. She looked so beautiful, blonde hair splayed out behind her, cheeks flushed, body naked and irresistible. 

	“We've enjoyed spending time together, but…” Aster swallowed and bit her lower lip. “There are still some things that an aunt her nephew should be, aha, careful about.” 

	“Oh yeah?” He slid his cock against her clit, feeling the wetness coating it let it slide against her crotch. “Go on. Tell me about all these bad things.” 

	“One thing,” she said, breathlessly. “One big, bad thing!” 

	He pressed the tip of his cock against her cunt, poised for entry as he kissed her neck. “I'm listening. Go ahead and say it.” 

	“It would be… bad for you...” She rocked her hips forward. “To fuck me, fuck me, fuck me! So bad! Fuck me, darling! Oh!” 

	Aster was just as tight as he remembered. The back and forth teasing had brought them both to their limit, shaken them up like soda cans ready to erupt. He didn't even go slow on that first exquisite thrust, immediately pumping into her with the speed and certainty of a piston. 

	They weren't being quiet. The sound of their bodies clapping together on each thrust was paired with the creaking of the bed and Aster's lilting moans. Jove slowed down to kiss her and felt her tongue eager against his. 

	“Fuck…” he said, groaning. “Your tits are perfect.” 

	He kissed each one and palmed her hard nipples, thrusting more slowly as his attention shifted. He couldn't resist sucking on one of them, and the noise it drew from Aster fed into his arousal. 

	He pumped into her faster. Aster wrapped her legs around him, urging him on. As though there was any need. She could claim not to remember, but this time, he would make her remember. 

	“I… I'm gonna…” She took a breath and scrunched her face up. “Oh!” 

	“That's it,” he said. “Come for me. Try to forget how I tied you up and made you come multiple times.” 

	“You little bastard!” she hissed. “Fuck me! Oh god!” 

	Footsteps sounded outside the door. There was too much to hide and cover between their naked bodies and the makeshift bondage setup. Jove through one of Aster's sheets over both of them without even pulling out. 

	They tried to stay quiet and still, but only managed the former. Jove kept pumping into his aunt even as the footsteps came right up to the door. He gave her a deep kiss, too horny to stop himself, and let whatever was going to happen, happen. 

	“Aster…” he breathed in her ear. 

	He was over his limit. He unloaded inside Aster, orgasm out of sync with the forced stillness of the moment. Aster nibbled on his neck. 

	“Untie me already!” she hissed. 

	“…What?” He chuckled and kissed her again, drunk off the insane pleasure of his orgasm. 

	The footsteps faded into the distance. Aster pulled one of her hands free, proving that she'd been bound more by her own deviance than the belt. 

	“It goes without saying but we have to go back to normal tomorrow morning,” she whispered, kissing his shoulder. 

	“I know,” he said. “You can pretend you don't remember, if it helps.” 

	It felt different offering her the option rather than having it forced on him. 

	“Thanks,” said Aster, seeming undercut by the gesture. “Not to ruin the mood, but darling… you really need to stop coming inside me.” 

	“Sorry.” 

	“I'm serious,” she whispered, biting the same spot on his shoulder she'd just kissed. “You really need to stop. There might not be any contraceptive pills available on this entire continent.” 

	“Fuck. That's a good point.” 

	“I'm sure you can find…” She kissed his neck. “Somewhere else to unload just as welcoming.” 

	“Oh, I know I can.” He kissed her, and felt his arousal rising again, when a loud bang sounded from elsewhere within the station. 

	“Was that… a gunshot?” asked Aster. 

	 


Chapter 28 

	Jove immediately rolled out of Aster's bed and began pulling his clothes on. 

	“Stay here,” he said. “I'll go check on my Mom and Eve.” 

	“Jovian,” said Aster, narrowing her eyes. “I'm your aunt, in case you forgot. I'm going with you.” 

	He nodded slowly, but his mind was already elsewhere. “It's probably nothing. Maybe the wind blew something against the station, or something got knocked over.” 

	It was what he wanted to believe, but the situation felt off. He paused at the door, remembering that there was someone he could ask with far ranging eyes. 

	“Andromeda,” he said. “What's going on?” 

	He winced as he realized that, in all likelihood, the AI had listened to and recorded the entire kinky, bondage inspired sexual encounter between him and his aunt. But the AI's response never came, and any relief he might have felt by discovering that they'd been unobserved was dashed by the implication. 

	“What does that mean?” muttered Aster. “Has she gone rogue? Left the station again?” 

	“I don't know,” he said. “Stay close.” 

	They slipped out into the hallway and took stock of the station. It was quiet again, and nothing obvious seemed off. Aster clung to his side, still in her distractingly sexy kimono. 

	A sharp noise came from Jove's left, snapping him into motion. It was just Eve, poking her head out from her own room. She gave him and Aster an odd smile as she took in their closeness and attire. 

	“Jovian,” she said, with a knowing nod. “Aunt Aster. Did you hear that noise a minute ago?” 

	“Yeah,” he said. “Where's Mom?” 

	“Let's go check her room,” said Eve. 

	Jove nodded. “Give me a second.” 

	He slipped into his own room and took out one of his newly acquired guns. The first one he picked up was actually unloaded, which made him wonder about the situation he'd taken it from. 

	The other had a full clip, and he made sure the safety was off, though he was only somewhat sure of what he was doing. He noticed that Eve had also grabbed her gun when he came back out into the hallway, similarly on edge.

	The three of them checked the command center, followed by the director's office, followed by their mother's room. Each empty space intensified Jove's unease, until he was all but jogging for the entrance chamber. 

	“She must have gone outside,” he muttered. 

	“I left my skis in the entrance chamber,” said Eve. “I can look around faster than you can.” 

	She slipped by him as he opened the door but stopped almost immediately. Jove saw his mother sitting next to the door leading out into the cold, face marred by a line of blood dripping from a cut on her forehead, mouth bound with tape. 

	“Easy now,” came a low, threatening voice. “Think you're going to want to put that down, missy.” 

	Eve tried to spin around, but the man - one of Victor's bodyguards - pushed her to the ground with the strength of a linebacker. Jove was next through the door and immediately found himself pointing a gun at a tall, grey-haired man, who coincidentally was also pointing a gun at him. 

	“That's my gun,” said the bodyguard, a tall, deep voiced man of perhaps forty with faded blond hair. 

	The man reached out to take the weapon, but Jove stepped backward, opening up the arc of his aim. Both of the men were still clad in their outerwear, minus gloves for maneuverability. They looked cold, like they'd spent hours on the ice, long enough to acquire the desperation that comes with it. 

	“Relax,” said the grey-haired man. “Nobody has gotten shot yet and nobody needs to get shot. Let's all just have a friendly conversation and work this out, yeah?” 

	“Fuck you.” Jove bared his teeth, but swallowed his anger, trying to think. “From what I can see right now, you didn't afford my mom that same opportunity.” 

	Kira's eyes were desperate, like she was trying to tell him something, but what? He couldn't look at her for long enough to play charades. The blond-haired man was staring at Aster, who glared venom back at him and held her ground. He slowly crouched down to scoop up Eve's gun and pointed it at their mother. 

	“Your mom was friendly enough,” said the blond man. “Not like what you're thinking, at least not yet. Talking all about how we should work together, take a message back to Victor to start cooperating and sharing supplies and maybe even getting some of the weak and elderly to the safety of your nice little shelter.” 

	“Our nice little shelter,” said the grey-haired man. 

	The blond man furrowed his brow at his companion. 

	“Why should we even bother going back?” The grey-haired man held up a finger as though presenting a dangerous, but enticing point. “You know how that billionaire fuckhead acts. He'll take this place completely for himself. Maybe he'll let us in, but only to do whatever he says, whenever he says it.” 

	“He's got more men than just us two,” said the blond one. 

	Jove gritted his teeth, wanting to take a shot while they were still in discussion. His finger settled on the trigger, but he couldn't make himself do it. He might take down one in time, but both, before his mother, or Eve took a bullet, or before he took several? No chance. 

	“They'll never find this place,” muttered the grey-haired man. “We barely found it. Those snowmobile tracks we were following are long gone. We lucked out, and I gotta say, we're overdue for some luck.” 

	Both intruders glanced at the women again, and Jove could practically see the gears turning in their head. They'd kill him, imprison his sister, aunt, and mother, and do whatever they wanted. 

	He looked at his mom again, feeling a rise of anger at the fact that she hadn't trusted any of them enough to wake them up before acting. Her eyes met his and then flicked up, and then back to his again, and then back up. 

	Not just up. He tried to be subtle as he followed her gaze. She was looking at the intercom. Jove realized that there was one other person in the chamber with them, and suddenly knew exactly what to do. 

	“Andromeda kill the lights!” he shouted. 

	He ducked just as all illumination cut out of the room, firing at the same time. There was an unfamiliar gasp - the grey-haired man taking a bullet. Another gunshot, this one not from his weapon, ricocheted off metal within the chamber. 

	Kira must have limited the AI to only having eyes and ears in her presence, at least while she took on the decision-making responsibility of dealing with their guests. Jove saw how it must have made sense from her point of view but didn't have time to feel annoyed. 

	A body crashed into his, presumably the blond man from its crushing size. Jove tried to twist the gun up to aim at his attacker's head, but the other man was trying to do the same thing to him. 

	He heard Aster screaming his name in the background. He tried to roll sideways while keeping one hand on his target. The blond man grabbed at him, yanking him back close by the shirt. Cold metal touched his neck, searing in its significance within the moment. 

	Another gunshot, this one so close to his ear that he couldn't hear a goddamn thing. He bucked his shoulder, knocking the gun hand of his attacker back. The lights flicked back on unexpectedly and Jove saw his attacker. 

	He fired twice in a row without thinking. One bullet struck the blond man in the chest, the other straight through the eye, killing him instantly. Jove slid back across the ground, adrenaline surging alongside other unexpected emotions. Satisfaction, alongside a strange and nauseating rush of power, like he'd just beaten a video game on hard mode instead of ended a life. 

	“Fuck,” groaned the grey-haired man. “Oh fuck…” 

	The man started crying, tears rolling from his face, sobs escaping his mouth like tiny little burps. Jove lifted the gun and aimed it at the grey-haired man, not really knowing why or where the urge came from. Eve had gathered up the dropped guns and was taking the tape off their mother. 

	“Help me…” muttered the grey-haired man. “Please help me.” 

	Jove started to pull the trigger. 

	“Jovian Faremont!” screamed Kira. She broke into a cough and spat something on the floor beside her, mouth freshly uncovered from the tape. 

	The grey haired man seemed to echo the gesture, except with blood, groaning as he coughed up a fair bit of it. “I can't… breathe. I can't… I can't…” 

	He took several increasingly wet breaths. Kira stood to her feet on unsteady legs. Aster was at her side in an instant, but Kira refused the shoulder her sister offered her. 

	“Run to the infirmary!” shouted Kira. “Get the surgery kit!” 

	Aster stared at her blankly, mouth open, but no words came out. 

	“Surgery on this level of injury would be most comfortably performed under sedation,” said Andromeda, voice eerily calm. 

	“Go!” shouted Kira. “What are you waiting for?” 

	“Why… would we help him?” muttered Aster. “He was… he would have…” 

	“Hey.” Eve crouched down next to Jove, who'd slid back to lean against one wall. “You okay?” 

	“Yeah, I'm fine, I just…” He shook his head, looking at the blond man's corpse. “I just killed him?” 

	“You didn't mean to,” said Eve. 

	“No.” He looked her in the eyes. “I did.” 

	He felt an echo of that feeling he'd had during the melee. It hadn't been fear or panic, closer to a desperation with an edge of something wicked. As though he'd tried out violence like a new food and enjoyed the taste a little too much. 

	He shifted sideways, suddenly nauseous. The wet breaths of the dying man didn't help. 

	“We will not just let this man die!” shouted Kira. 

	She was still favoring one leg as though she'd sprained her ankle and finally did grab Aster's shoulder, though more in an attempt to push her toward the infirmary than to lean on her. 

	Aster pushed her sister back roughly, knocking her to the floor, sexy kimono billowing open as the belt slid out of its knot. “Kira, you almost got us all killed! I'm not cleaning up your fucking mess!” 

	“Well… we will have to do something about the blood,” said Eve. 

	“Figure of speech,” said Aster. 

	The dying man let out one final breath and cough before going silent. Jove distantly acknowledged that he'd killed two men now in cold blood. Except… it hadn't been cold. The rush, the brawl, the ease of it. He'd struggled only with how his opponents had fought back. Pulling the trigger had been far too easy. 

	“We'll… strip the bodies and move them outside,” said Kira, voice calm but forced. “That's all we can do for tonight. Give me the guns.” 

	Nobody moved. Jove didn't hesitate consciously. His hand was still gripping the gun like a lifeline while dangling from a cliff, though his finger was off the trigger. 

	Eve shook her head. “Mother. I love you, but I'm not giving you this gun back.” 

	“Excuse me?” said Kira, with an incredulous laugh. 

	“No, she's right!” snapped Aster. “What the fuck were you thinking, Kira? You opened the door for these men thinking… what? That you'd negotiate with them and send them on their way? Give them a room?” 

	“It's the fact that you didn't tell us and you specifically restricted Andromeda so she couldn't tell us either that freaks me out,” muttered Eve. “You aren't all powerful, Mother. That was incredibly stupid.” 

	Kira held up a finger. “It was. I see that, in retrospect. They looked pathetic, like they had frostbite and were on the verge of death! I thought if I opened the topic for discussion, they might die while we were busy surviving!” 

	“Well, they're dead anyway,” said Aster. “Great job!” 

	“The last thing we need is more potential for violence, especially after this.” She looked at Jove specifically and he found that he couldn't meet her gaze. “Give me all of the guns. I'll put them away until if and when we need them again.” 

	“I refuse,” said Eve. She held her gun along with the gun the blond man had been holding. “I think I speak for all of us when I say we'll all sleep sounder if the weapons remain spread out.” 

	Kira looked unsettled by her daughter's sudden rebellion. She looked at Jove again and stepped closer to him and crouched down, speaking in a quiet voice as though trying to calm an unruly stallion. 

	“Jovian?” she asked. 

	Jove pulled the gun back slightly, but only to turn it around so he wasn't holding the handle. “I don't want it.” 

	She waited a second before taking it from him. There was still the other gun in his room, but at least that one had no bullets. He tried to wipe his hands off on his track pants, but there was no visible blood on him, somehow, aside from the side of one sock that had slid through a puddle. 

	“I think we should all agree to vote on every major decision from today forward,” said Eve. 

	“I think that would be a good policy, darling,” said Aster. 

	Kira laughed again, but it was bitter, rather than incredulous. “So, what? You're going to discount my leadership because of one bad decision?” 

	“If your ideas are good, you can still lead,” said Aster. “Just not with an iron grip and a refusal to hear objections.” 

	Jove stood up. All eyes turned toward him, and he had the distinct sense that he was the only one in the room who would be heard and taken seriously unequivocally. But he had no grand proclamation to make. 

	“I… think I'm going to take a shower,” he said. 

	“Oh, Jove,” said Kira. “Of course.” 

	He didn't remember walking through the base or even taking off his clothes. He was just in the shower the next time he really stopped to think, lukewarm water raining down on his head and back. How long had he been in the bathroom for? He wasn't sure. 

	A knock came at the door. He turned the water off with wrinkled fingers and grabbed a towel to wrap around his waist, but stopped there. 

	“Jove,” came his mother's voice. “Can I come in?” 

	He didn't answer. The door slid open anyway. Kira had changed into her nightwear, a tank top with no bra underneath and sweatpants. She had a bandage on the cut on her forehead, the tape holding the gauze looking almost like a headband under her loose red hair. 

	“I'm fine,” he said. “I just needed to… clear my head.” 

	She stepped closer to him, which only made his struggle to meet her gaze more conspicuous. His mother cupped his face in her hands and gently forced him to look directly at her. 

	“You protected me,” she whispered. “You saved us. You did what you had to do.” 

	“I know.” 

	Steam had occluded the mirror, blocking the reflection that would have normally shown them standing almost body to body, mouths inches apart. 

	“Things are different now.” She nodded slowly, still holding his gaze. “Some of the old rules just simply don't apply anymore.” 

	“It was easy for me,” he whispered. “Too easy. I shouldn't have… I could have…” 

	“No.” Kira leaned forward and planted a hot, lingering kiss on his cheek. “It's okay.” 

	He felt his heart pounding in his chest, so aware of her presence and scent. He leaned closer, not that there was even much distance between them. His mother's eyes fluttered, and she didn't say anything as his lips met hers. 

	“Mmm.” She made a noise as her mouth moved against his and one of her hands gently rubbed his chest. 

	Jove's towel came loose and fell to the ground, breaking them from the spell… almost. His mother's eyes glanced downward at his crotch, and it was as though she'd flipped a physical switch, suddenly turned on the current of his arousal. He started to get hard and pulled her closer by the hips. 

	For a couple of seconds, they did nothing but kiss and press into one another. Jove felt his cock pressing against her stomach. His mother made another little noise and reached down, her fingers briefly running along his cock. 

	She pulled back, blushing and smiling and clearing her throat. “Whoops. I… think you dropped this.” 

	She slowly crouched in front of him to pick up the towel, mouth and eyes level with his semihard erection for a solid second of erotic temptation. Then she stood up, wrapped it back around him, made the fold at the waist, and kissed him one last time. 

	“Get some sleep, Jovian,” she said. 

	“You too.” He let his thumb gently touch the edge of the bandage. 

	“I love you so much.” 

	“I love you too.” 

	He breathed out as she left and closed the door. Somehow, just knowing that she still loved him, that she wasn't as horrified as he was by his actions, was enough to keep going. 

	For now. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


cover1.jpeg
- THERAReRioNT
SHELTER /

ANYA MERCHANT





