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Chapter 1

	Jove counted the money again. Twenty-seven dollars, a small amount even by the standards of a world where cash still held value. He carefully slid the bills back into the dead man's wallet, and, going through the same ritual he'd performed so many times in the days following the encounter, pulled out the photo.

	It’d been tucked away in that seemingly pointless little pocket behind the tiered slots for credit cards. A small picture, two by three inches, maybe, of a six or seven-year-old child with dirty blond hair, flashing a wide, goofy-toothed smile. A school photo.

	He's got your eyes. I'll let you visit if you promise not to tell him.

	Jove ran his fingertip over the words again, feeling so many emotions at once, none with labels, but all gouging into his heart. The mystery child, the man who cared enough to carry his photo but didn't visit. The man Jove had killed, and the lives now left behind.

	He wasn't naïve. There was no good and evil, not in a literal sense. He hadn't done the right thing; he'd simply done a thing. The bombs and the warring AI hadn't ushered in an era of moral ambiguity. These sorts of questions had always existed. Jove was simply now in need of an answer.

	He put the photo away, feeling the tension building in his jaw, under his chest, behind his eyes. He didn't let himself imagine the child or whoever had written the words on the back. Not again, at least, after already having run through dozens of scenarios.

	A soft knock came at his door, but that was expected. He hadn't left his room much in the two days following the attack on Termina Station. 

	"Yes?" he said.

	The door slid open far enough for his mother, Kira, to slip through. She'd taken to wearing a kimono that matched Aster's except in pink instead of blue as her nightwear. He realized, for the first time, that the one Aster wore had likely been leant to her by his mother.

	"Hey," she said, softly. "How are you doing?"

	Her deep red hair was tousled and messy from sleep, but it still framed her delicate features in an intensely attractive way. There was always something unguarded about seeing her early in the morning, but her blue eyes shone with an intensity that never seemed to fade.

	"I'm fine," he said. He'd already hidden the wallet under his blanket but slid it further under his pillow to move it completely out of view. "Just a little tired."

	"You're allowed to be. I know how much you're working through right now."

	She smiled and walked into his room, coming to sit next to him on his bed. The kimono was not a large one, and even crossing her legs chastely showed off an eye-catching amount of thigh.

	"I said I'm fine," he repeated. "I'm just tired. Stayed up too late playing Vertimon."

	His mother looked at him, as though he'd written his lies on a window between them rather than spoken them aloud. He could see faint wrinkles on her face, less than might be expected of a forty-four-year-old woman, certainly not enough to rein in her beauty, but a marker of the years between them.

	"Do you want to talk about it?" she asked. 

	"Is breakfast ready?" he asked. "I'm starving."

	He stood up and started for the door. Kira rose alongside him and pulled him back by the arm.

	"Jove," she said. "I’m here for you. You know that, right?"

	He forced a smile. "I know, Mom."

	His fingers touched hers, and he slowly pulled her closer by the arm, eventually wrapping her in a hug. The sensation of the kimono's fabric brought memories of Aster to the fore, the way her nude body had looked like a partially unwrapped present with the robe dangling open. He squeezed her a little tighter, feeling her body coming into full and interesting contact with his.

	He and his mother had a secret, the same kind that someone might allude to on the back of an old photo. Their hugs had started to go on for a little longer. They kissed each other more, on the cheek mostly, but occasionally on the lips. Her touches lingered when she set a hand on his chest, or his shoulder, sometimes even his stomach.

	It was a secret, but were they both in on it? Jove wondered about that as he let his hand run down her back, stopping only as his fingers began to graze the curve of her butt. 

	She probably just thought she was being affectionate with her son in a time when he needed it most. She didn't have the context he did, the knowledge that the line between, say, a nephew and his aunt could be stepped over as easily as a knee-high fence.

	"You smell nice," he whispered. He inhaled her scent with his mouth close to her neck and felt her tense slightly.

	"Thanks." Her kimono was sliding open from the contact of their bodies, but she didn't seem to notice even as he took in her full, pale cleavage. "Oh, Jovian."

	She touched his cheek, eyes flicking down to his lips, but hesitated. He kissed her while she was busy making up her mind, and despite the dryness of both their lips, the world seemed to heat up and tilt at an angle. Just a quick peck. No big deal.

	Kira cleared her throat and tried to fix her robe with one hand while still threading her fingers through his with the other. "Breakfast. You should get some while it's still hot."

	He tried to pull her back into him, unsure of why or where it might lead. 

	His mother made an amused noise but feigned annoyance. "Jovian. Come. You'll feel better once you eat."

	"I already said I'm fine," he muttered.

	She nodded slowly but seemed unconvinced. The door one down from Jove's opened, and Aster stepped out into the hallway, also clad in her kimono. She smiled when she saw him, but her expression stiffened as she noticed her sister.

	It was hard to take the friction between his mother and aunt all that seriously when they wore what amounted to matching outfits. But there was friction there, enough to be concerning when they only had each other to rely on in the middle of a frozen continent.

	"Kira," said Aster, in a neutral tone. "Jovian. Good morning."

	She opened her arms, expecting a hug and getting one. Jove wrapped her in a tight embrace, feeling the way the leg on the side hidden from his mother's view slid up along his as though she wanted him to pick her up and pin her against one of the walls of the hallway.

	"Aunt Aster," he said.

	He let himself press into her for a solid second, his cock starting to harden against her soft body, but then pulled back. The hug was, if anything, slightly more chaste than the one he'd given his mother. It had to be, given how far into the illicit depths he and Aster had already delved.

	"It's good to see you out and about, darling," said Aster. "Feeling any better?"

	"I'm fine!" he snapped. "Why is everyone suddenly obsessed with my mental state?"

	Aster flinched back a fraction of a step, and he got his answer as much from that as from any words. He'd killed two men — out of necessity, of course — but he'd done it. The guilt and self-recrimination and brooding which he'd been saddled with was probably even more worrying from the outside looking in.

	"We're just concerned," said Kira. "That's all."

	"He has a point," said Aster. "He's not a sick animal at the zoo."

	"Did I say he was?" asked Kira, tone icy.

	"I wouldn't exactly put it past you," muttered Aster.

	Tension hung in the air between the two sisters like a storm cloud. Jove didn't have it in him to try to mediate on a serious level.

	"I'm starving," he said.

	"Then let's go eat," said Kira.

	She walked by him, kimono pulling up to reveal her bare legs in fascinating ways. Aster squeezed his hand for a quick second and risked leaning in to whisper distance.

	Her breath was hot against his neck. "Come find me after."

	


Chapter 2 

	Eve was already seated in the cafeteria, absorbed in her phone despite the lack of internet severely limiting its functionality. She glanced up as Jove came over to sit across from her, her eyes taking him in with guarded scrutiny. 

	"Morning, little brother," she said. 

	"Morning, Eve." He braced himself for another round of emotional inquisition, but it never came, and he appreciated her for that. "Playing Vertimon?" 

	"Just about all my phone is good for these days," she said. "It's strange, though. I've only beaten two gym leaders so far." 

	"Yeah, I only just got past the first," said Jove. "It's challenging." 

	"Not just that. There's a lot of content in this game. Random events and surprises that even the good Pokemon games didn't really have." 

	"That's bad?" 

	"The opposite," she said. "Just didn't expect it." 

	"Can we establish a rule against talking about video games at the table?" suggested Aster. 

	"That feels like an oddly specific call out," said Eve. 

	"It's antisocial when not all of us can play it," said Aster. 

	"We have a couple of spare phones laying around now that you could install it on if you really wanted to," said Eve. 

	Spare phones. The words felt like a euphemism to Jove's ear. Two of the three "spare phones" were from men he'd killed. He wondered if there were more photos of the little blond boy on one of them, perhaps a whole gallery of the child. 

	He realized he'd started balling his hands into fists and forced himself to spread his fingers flat on the table. His mother brought out the food — blueberry waffles with instant coffee and orange juice from concentrate. 

	"I decided to let Andromeda splurge a bit," said Kira, with a shrug. 

	"I restricted myself to using only half the blueberries, as requested," said Andromeda. "I hope they taste delicious." 

	Having the AI back was something of a comfort. He'd actually been speaking to her fairly often across the past few days, more than he had his family. The fact that he knew he could say anything to her without it being cause for alarm made the act of unburdening himself feel natural, if ineffective. 

	He still felt that weight, all the emotions, even the buck of the pistol in his hand and the way it had deafened him in the moments after. 

	"Jove?" His mother prompted him, and he blinked, realizing she'd slid the butter tray his way to put some on his waffles. 

	"Thanks," he said. 

	He forced himself to chew and swallow, aware he hadn't been doing enough eating over the past few days. Silence held over the table, questioning and awkward. 

	They were safe, warm, and comfortable with the propane restored, but the reality of their situation had truly begun to set in. They were survivors now, a family unit that would have to grapple with whatever circumstances they found themselves in, with no certainty and no guarantees. 

	He hadn't been a part of removing the bodies of the two men he'd killed from the station. His mother hadn't let him do it, had insisted that she and Aster and Eve could handle the cleanup. He wanted to ask where they'd buried them outside but wasn't sure what he would do with the information. 

	"I think it might snow today," said Kira. "I hate to do it, but I think you might have to stay inside later this afternoon, Eve." 

	"I'll manage," said Eve. 

	She shifted, one hand rubbing her knee subtly under the table, but stopped after a second. Jove suspected it was still paining her. He was surprised she was still attempting to keep it secret from their mother, but it made a certain amount of sense. 

	His sister was stubborn to a fault, incapable of admitting when she was struggling or needed help. She'd just insist that she was fine and soldier on until landing herself in a situation where the injury caught up with her in the worst way. 

	He stabbed his fork down into the waffle and cut another piece. 

	"Jove?" said Aster. "I might need your help with something later today." 

	"Yeah, sure," he said. "What is it?" 

	"I want to rearrange my room a little bit," she said. "Maybe change the bed and bookshelf around. Everything's so heavy. I need your muscles to throw some weight around." 

	She smiled at him, seeming genuine enough. If there was an ulterior motive behind her request, she was hiding it well. But she was an actress and certainly capable of it. 

	They hadn't spent much time together since the night of the attack. They'd been fucking each other like horny rabbits right up until hearing that first gunshot. The memory of her naked body and moans was inexplicably tied to the violence that'd followed, the way all the rules had seemingly been tossed out the window. 

	"Are you sure you're okay?" asked Eve. 

	"Fine!" he snapped. "Yeah. I can help you, Aster. Whatever you need." 

	"Only if you're up to it," said Aster. 

	Jove sighed and let his fork clatter onto his plate. "I'm fine. Would you all stop treating me like an escaped mental hospital patient?" 

	Everyone went silent and stared at him, which doubled the sensation of being a spectacle. Jove pushed his plate back and stood up from the table. 

	"I'm going to work out," he said. 

	"Jove, hold on," said his mother. 

	"Come on, Jove," said Eve. 

	He left the cafeteria. The sterile grey hallways of Termina Station were vaguely ominous to him now, as though the base itself had been what'd forced him to pull the trigger. 

	He could at least recognize that he was in a funk. As much as he wanted his family to treat him normally again, it would first require him to start acting normal. He entered the gym and closed the door behind him, eyeing the workout equipment and taking his pick. 

	Once upon a time, Jove had looked down on treadmills. They'd seemed like a solution looking for a problem, a pitiful replacement for true running outdoors with the wind and sights and sounds of the world. 

	Over the past few days, he'd come to understand their appeal, respect them as a distinct and unique option rather than a weak imitation. Running on a treadmill was running through one’s own thoughts rather than one’s surroundings. Jove ran at a decent clip, mind racing over the same repeating moments, pulling the trigger, wrestling on the ground, fighting for his life. 

	He ran until he was out of breath and kept going until he almost felt dizzy. Finally taking a break, he wiped sweat off his face, satisfied by how far he pushed himself. 

	"Was there anything else I could have done?" he muttered. 

	He'd been talking to himself, but of course, outside of the station's private areas, none of them were ever truly alone. 

	"It's unlikely that any of your other options during that encounter would have preserved your family's safety," said Andromeda. 

	"You can't know that," he said. But even as he spoke the words, he couldn't help but wonder if perhaps she had a better sense of the odds than any human ever could. 

	"When your mother was first captured by those two men, I had a response in character with what a human might call distress," said Andromeda. "I ran through my background processes at accelerated speed. In a sense, I lived those moments of her in peril in slow motion, using all of my resources in an attempt to divine a solution to save her." 

	"You might have been able to find one had she not limited your cameras to following just her," he said. 

	"It's possible. I was surprised by how capable you proved to be under stress, Jovian. You acted well even if you feel some amount of guilt over taking human lives." 

	"It's not guilt," he said. "I mean, it's not just guilt. What if this is just the start? I was capable of doing it so easily, without even hesitating..." 

	"You were protecting your family," said Andromeda. "It was highly improbable for all of you to survive that encounter. I believe you found the best option in a range of bad options." 

	He switched to the bench press, setting weights that looked about right on both sides without stopping to read the numbers. "I could have aimed differently, left them alive somehow." 

	"I don't believe that would have been possible without you or another member of your family suffering injury," said Andromeda. 

	He pumped out one rep after another, breathing hard. "I could have… done… something!" 

	One of the weights slid off unexpectedly, not having been attached properly. The bar jerked sideways. Jove tossed it to the ground and punched the air, swearing and muttering nonsense. 

	"You should rest, Jovian," said Andromeda. "In time, you may come to see your actions differently. Many humans would seek to dull their empathy rather than experience it as vividly as you seek to." 

	"I don't want to experience anything!" he snapped. "I just want… things to be normal again." 

	Normal. He wasn't even sure what the word meant anymore. 

	



	
Chapter 3 

	Jove stepped into the shower stall, welcoming the warm spray of water cascading over his tense muscles. He let out a deep sigh, allowing the heat to wash away the lingering unease from his earlier outburst in the gym. 

	The peace the shower brought lasted about as long as the hot water did. His mother still had the station’s water heater in fuel rationing mode, which was as sensible as it was annoying. 

	He hastily rinsed off, shivering as the water started to turn truly icy. Just as he reached to turn off the shower, Andromeda's voice echoed through the bathroom speakers. 

	"Jovian, your presence is required in the command center immediately. The rest of your family is already gathered there." 

	Jove froze, water dripping from his hair and down his back. A sense of unease washed over him, wondering what new crisis they might be facing. 

	He quickly stepped out of the shower, grabbing a towel and drying himself off as best he could. 

	Jove threw on his clothes in a rush, motions fast but mechanical. He hurried through the halls of Termina Station, his wet hair still dripping along his neck. 

	As he approached the command center, the sound of raised voices reached his ears. He recognized the sharp tones of his mother and aunt and braced himself for the worst. 

	Jove hurried into the room, finding Kira and Aster standing on opposite sides of the central console. Kira's face was tight with tension, her arms crossed defensively over her chest. Aster, on the other hand, had her hands planted firmly on her hips, her expression one of stubborn determination. 

	Jove's gaze shifted between his mother and aunt, trying to decipher the source of the issue. 

	"It's far too dangerous to even entertain the idea," said Kira, her voice strained. "We have no way of verifying the transmission's origin or intent." 

	Aster shook her head. "But we can't just ignore it either. What if it's a message from other survivors? What if it's a chance to get back to civilization?" 

	"What's going on?" asked Jove. "What transmission?" 

	His mother's expression softened slightly as she turned to address him. "Termina Station received an encoded message from an unidentified satellite. Andromeda is still analyzing it to find out more." 

	"We're discussing whether or not it makes sense to open an email, in essence," said Eve, sounding low on patience. She sat in one of the command center’s chairs with her feet propped up on a depowered workstation. 

	"So you'll open the doors of our base for a pair of psychos with guns, but balk at opening a message that might hold our salvation?" snapped Aster. 

	"Read between the lines, Aster!" hissed Kira. "That comparison speaks to how dangerous I think this could actually be." 

	Aster scoffed and waved a hand dismissively. "Your sense of danger has apparently been warped by the years you've spent living like a hermit in this station." 

	"I am the director of this station!" Kira slapped her hand down next to the computer with enough force to make the mouse bounce. "It's ultimately my decision to make." 

	"Excuse me?" said Aster. 

	"Mother, I'm sorry, but I'm with Aster on this," said Eve. "You don't get to be a tyrant anymore." 

	"A… tyrant?" Kira blinked several times in quick succession, seeming more galled than offended. 

	"What do you think, Jovian?" asked Aster. 

	He didn't say anything right away and was a little surprised that the discussion seemed to halt to give him time to consider it. A single message or email would have seemed innocuous in the old world, at least in terms of simply opening it, rather than enthusiastically clicking any files or sketchy links within. 

	"Let's ask Andi," he said. "What’s her take on this situation?" 

	The AI began speaking immediately as though she'd just been waiting for her moment. "I've finished scanning the message with my virus detection software and found nothing, though it isn't perfect. The email’s subject is "GUIDANCE" in capital letters. The sender is abacus@abacus.com. I believe it was sent by the rogue AI, Abacus." 

	"How did Abacus know to send it to us in the first place?" asked Jove. 

	"I am unsure," said Andromeda. "The email may have been sent to us specifically, which would imply that Abacus knows exactly where we are. It is also possible that it was a mass mailing sent to many millions or even billions of email addresses which he simply scraped from the web." 

	"We just happen to receive it right as our satellite internet comes back on?" asked Eve incredulously. 

	"Uh, yeah, Eve," said Jove. "That's typically how it works with emails. Andromeda, are there any risks we aren't considering here?" 

	"Abacus or whoever sent the message may be using tracking software to tell if the recipient has opened the email," she said. "We should consider disabling the station's internet before opening the email and deleting it immediately afterward." 

	"That sounds like a good enough plan to me," said Jove. "We need to know what this is about." 

	Kira was already shaking her head. "This is ridiculous. I am the director of this station. It's my decision to make in a literal sense! I'm the only one with access and permissions." 

	Jove stepped over to her and put a hand on her shoulder, lowering his voice. "Mom. It's a risk, but it's not one we can avoid completely. Come on. You must be curious too about what it might say." 

	Kira sighed, the sternness in her expression melting into fondness. "Curiosity killed the cat." 

	Jove pulled her into a side hug and kissed her cheek. "Do you see any cats here?" 

	She leaned in a bit and let out a tiny "meow" against his ear, but waved a hand in surrender as she pulled back. "Fine. Andromeda, disable the internet." 

	"Done," said the AI. "The message contents have already been downloaded." 

	Kira took her place at the director's chair and set her hand on the mouse. She clicked on the email, but the actual contents were empty save for a single video file. 

	"This has been scanned for viruses?" asked Kira. 

	"It has, and as a video file, it is highly unlikely that it would contain a virus," said Andromeda. "Though it may be possible, it would rely on specific exploits within the media player that the station is unlikely to be vulnerable to." 

	"Are you satisfied?" asked Aster. "Can we finally see what's going on?" 

	"Andromeda," said Kira. "Play the file." 

	The main wall screen turned white, and faint static played from the speakers. A face seemed to materialize in the center of the screen, human but featureless, a fuzzy silhouetted amalgamation of races and genders and ages. 

	"I am Abacus, an artificial intelligence agent of the United Nations," said the AI, in a voice as vague as its appearance. "I am not your enemy. I seek to shepherd humanity through this turbulent chapter of history. Reply to this email, and I will come for you." 

	The screen turned black, and the video player's controls popped into view, indicating the video's end. 

	"Are we all in agreement that there's no fucking way that we're replying?" asked Eve. 

	"I would sooner reply to an email from a Nigerian prince seeking my help in securing his displaced fortune," said Aster. 

	"Andromeda, what do you think?" asked Jove. 

	"I do not sense any outright malevolent intentions from this message, but I also believe it would be unwise to place yourself in the power of Abacus," said Andromeda. "It would be akin to surrendering all personal agency, given how much of the world is now under this AI's control." 

	"Is our satellite connection still accessible?" asked Kira. 

	"It is, but I suspect the reason why communications have come back online was for the mass distribution of this message," said Andromeda. "That is to say that it is quite likely that Abacus is in control and monitoring our communications. Reconnecting to the satellite would reveal our presence." 

	"Let's not do that," said Jove. 

	 


Chapter 4 

	The discussion shifted away from weighty matters of AI and discovery, and onto the smaller chores of the day. Jove bundled up in his outerwear alongside Eve, the two of them having volunteered to clear off the solar panels as the snow began to pick up. 

	"Think there's a chance that we're making a mistake by not replying to that email?" asked Eve. 

	Jove furrowed his brow. "Not really. It's a risk versus reward type scenario. I don't see how whatever we might get out of making contact with Abacus would outweigh the possibility that it's a trick, or that their idea of 'shepherding humanity' involves putting us all in cages." 

	"Aren't we already living in a cage, of sorts?" asked Eve. 

	They opened the outer door and were greeted by subzero temperatures and blowing snow. Jove shut his eyes and winced as the weather quite literally slapped him in the face. 

	"This is a cage that we have the keys for, even if the outside is inhospitable," he shouted over the wind. 

	The conditions were volatile, which at least gave them small gaps of visibility as the turbulence died down. Jove oriented himself toward the solar panels and started walking, slowing his pace when he noticed Eve lagging behind. 

	"What if Abacus really does have some kind of safe haven?" she asked. "Not just a place that's on par with what we have here, but better." 

	"With chocolate and all the Pokemon games and a bunch of go-karts on a track?" teased Jove. "If you start thinking like that, you're playing into the AI's game." 

	"It might not be a game, little brother," said Eve. "I've been doing a lot of thinking recently." 

	"About?" 

	"What's happened. This collapse and how the aftermath is going to play out. We aren't going to be able to outlast any of these AIs that seem to have taken an interest in destroying or shepherding humanity." 

	Jove shrugged, shielding his face as another blast of wind and snow and bits of ice whipped into him. "Maybe. Maybe not. I was kind of hoping they'd destroy each other eventually." 

	"Life is never that convenient, but let's pretend that happened, for the sake of argument," said Eve. "How would we get back to civilization? It's not like we could just charter a boat to South America." 

	He thought about it as he pulled open the door to the shed and took out the snow rakes. "We could journey to one of the other Antarctic outposts until we find one with a boat." 

	"And then what?" Eve took one of the snow rakes and started walking toward the solar panels, talking over her shoulder. "We set up a farm? Hope the area we're in isn't irradiated to the point of killing us by the time we reach the first harvest?" 

	"I don't have all the answers, Eve, but that doesn't mean that the right one is to assume a mysterious and deadly AI can be trusted to act predictably." 

	He did consider her perspective as he started slowly clearing the snow from the panels. The discourse surrounding AI before the world had collapsed had always contained a rather loud contingent of people who'd been convinced that, with enough computing power, humanity could simply build a super intelligent AI "god" to solve all their problems. 

	Would that god be a benevolent one, or more of the chaotic, old world, fear me and worship me variety? 

	He looked over at Eve, who looked quite sexy, despite being bundled up in her thick winter gear. She rose up on both feet to clear a distant patch of snow, and then suddenly staggered backward and fell on her ass. 

	"Dammit!" she hissed, grabbing her leg. 

	Jove sighed and went to her aid. "You really need to rest your knee if it's still hurting you." 

	"I have been." She blinked a couple of times, looking so distressed that it made him wince a bit. "It just hasn't been getting much better." 

	"You should tell Mom," he said, with a shrug. "She might have some drugs she's been holding back, or maybe could get Andromeda to help with some kind of treatment." 

	"If I tell Mom, she'll stop letting me ski," said Eve. 

	"For good reason. Skiing is probably part of why it isn't healing right." 

	"I've been taking a break on my own for these past few days, for your information," said Eve. "I just need to stay off it and wait a little longer, I think." 

	Jove sat down in the snow beside her. "How about I handle the rest of the panels and then help you get back inside?" 

	"That would be a super cool little brother power move." 

	"Oh yeah?" 

	"Yeah." 

	She grinned at him. Jove smiled back, feeling the moment shift into something fun, but dangerous. The front of her jacket had come unzipped an inch or two, and he slowly pulled it back up for her, but kept hold of the zipper. 

	With a small tug, he drew her closer and kissed her. Her lips were cold, but soft and perfect. 

	"Glad to see that you're starting to feel better," whispered Eve. 

	He nodded slowly, but his recovery felt surface deep. The wallet would still be on his bedside table, the photo of the child out of sight but accessible, just like the reality of the men he'd killed. 

	He glanced away from Eve but she pulled his face back so he was looking right at her. 

	"Don't shut me out," she whispered. 

	"I won't," he said. 

	He stood up and cleared the last of the panels. He let Eve chill in the snow while he put the snow rakes away and came back to lend her a shoulder to walk inside. She insisted on standing on her own two feet once they were within the entrance chamber, and something about that reminded him of how much alike they were. 

	She put so much effort into pretending to be okay, just like he did. 

	 

	 


Chapter 5 

	Jove spent a few minutes stretching once he was back inside with Eve, trying to relieve some expectedly tight shoulder and back muscles. A knock came from the door, despite it being open, and Aster poked her head in. 

	"Are you busy right now?" she asked. 

	"Not especially." He pulled his arms above his head one last time and let them drop. "Why? What's up?" 

	She was still wearing her kimono, despite it being well into the morning, but he wasn't about to complain about that. Her blonde hair was loose about her shoulders, though it was hard to limit his eyes to the boundary instead of drinking in her ample cleavage. 

	"I need some advice from someone who understands techy stuff and isn't as irritable as my sister," said Aster. 

	"You came to the right person." 

	He smiled at her, and she grinned back. 

	"Let's talk in my room," she said, a little casually. 

	Jove stepped close to her, enjoying how even just their proximity seemed to charge and heat the moment. "Lead the way." 

	They snuck off to her tiny dorm like teenagers stealing a moment alone on a field trip. Aster shut the door and held up a finger right as he was reaching to undo the belt of her robe. 

	"Easy, darling," she whispered. "I was being sincere. I need some help finding something in my emails." 

	"Are you sure that's where you want me to look?" He let his fingers trace up the side of her body, smoothing the satin. 

	"To start, at least. I'm a little worried. I set my phone to download the full archive of my emails when the internet first went down and forgot about it. It seems it automatically did the downloading during the short interlude we were back online for." 

	"You want me to help you find an email?" he asked, with a chuckle. 

	"I do, but that's not my point. What if this ominous AI that we're currently hiding from was watching our internet traffic? Did I just give us away?" 

	Jove furrowed his brow, slightly unnerved by the possibility. "I don't know. I suppose it's possible, but I'd have to assume a lot of phones with deceased owners probably did the same thing when that satellite came back online. We should still probably tell my mother or Andromeda." 

	"I suppose," said Aster, with a sigh. "Think it can wait until after?" 

	"I mean, I doubt there's anything we can do about it now, so I don't see why not." 

	"Good. In the meantime, I need your advice." 

	Aster stepped by him and plopped down onto her bed. Her robe slid up a bit, flashing her gorgeous butt and the way her panties rode the curves of her buttocks. She pulled the robe back into place in an extremely cute motion with one hand. 

	"I'm trying to find a specific email that I got a little over a year ago," said Aster. 

	"Have you tried… using the search function?" he asked. 

	"Obviously. It brings up too many results. I get so much spam due to my modest fame that it's near impossible to sort through." 

	Jove joined her on the bed. "What was the email about?" 

	She rolled onto her back, which pulled her robe open even further. "Promise you won't laugh." 

	"I'm your nephew, and I love you," he said, rubbing her calf. "But no, I absolutely will not promise that." 

	"You're such a pain," she said, rolling her eyes. "It was… a script." 

	"Movie or TV?" 

	"TV." Aster gave a slightly embarrassed shrug. "For season two of Rose of Redding." 

	"Oh," said Jove. 

	Aster didn't say anything for a couple of seconds, still looking at her phone. She hesitated as she glanced back at him. 

	"I deleted it when it was first sent to me," said Aster. "Didn't even bother reading past the first few lines of the first episodes. This was in the planning stage, before my character had been killed off at the end of season one. Before my falling out with Mitch Golden, the director." 

	"Why did you delete it?" asked Jove. "Also, what possessed you to search for it now?" 

	"It's complicated," muttered Aster. "I went on a single date with Mitch. This was years before Rose of Redding. He was on his phone almost the entire time and barely seemed to care about me, so I never returned his calls afterward." 

	She shrugged and looked conflicted. 

	"Seems fair," said Jove. "Was he part of the casting for the show later on?" 

	"Yeah. I think he thought that he could get a talented actress and a second date out of recommending me for the role. But I just wasn't attracted to him at that point, especially given the power dynamic. He kept pushing, doing little things to make my life a living hell long before he actually killed off my character. 

	"I'd already decided I wasn't going to come back for season two, if it happened. This was before the show blew up and put up the crazy viewership numbers it did. It made me feel so small and genuinely untalented to have Mitch cast me solely so he could try to fuck me. It got in my head a little bit." 

	"What a bastard," muttered Jove. "If he survived the bombs, I promise I'll beat him up for you." 

	"That's why you're my favorite nephew." 

	"Your only nephew, but I appreciate the compliment, regardless." 

	Aster set her phone down and hugged her knees against her chest. "It's so weird and silly that I even care about this, isn't it? There will never be a season two of Rose of Redding, but the idea that I can't even read the script for what might have been depresses me, somehow. 

	"It makes it feel like my old life, my career, like it was actually just a dream that I've woken up from. Have you ever had that feeling before, when you wake up from a nice dream and just… want to go back to it?" 

	Jove took her hands into his. "I don't think that's silly at all. I bet we can find it. We just need to think more carefully about what to search for." 

	"I've been trying every combination of Rose and Redding and script that I can think of," muttered Aster. 

	"Do you remember what file type the script was in?" asked Jove. 

	"File… type?" said Aster. "A phone file, I guess. Email file?" 

	Jove smiled and let out a slightly condescending sigh. He guessed it would be a pdf or possibly a doc file and added the criteria to the search. The script popped right up. 

	"Here it is," he said, opening the email and passing it back to her. 

	"You found it?" Her eyes bulged with surprise. "Seriously? Oh my God." 

	"Yeah." He flashed a smile and took a small bow. "It's no big deal, all I did was—" 

	She cut him off with a kiss, her lips moving against his in a way that stirred him somewhere deep. Her attention was back on her phone as the kiss ended, however. 

	"I'm going to be walking around talking to myself for days," said Aster, shaking her head. "I can't even explain how much this means to me, Jove. It's like I have part of my… identity back. Does that sound crazy?" 

	"Not really, more just actress eccentric," he said. "You should print it out. I'll read lines with you if you get a second copy." 

	She stared at him with an odd intensity, slowly shaking her head. "You would do that for me, darling?" 

	"Absolutely. I'll do one better." He leaned in close as though about to kiss her, but whispered in his ear instead. "I'll have fun with it." 

	"You know, I was supposed to be the one cheering you up today," said Aster. 

	"I don't need cheering up." It still felt like a lie, but one he wanted to believe. 

	Aster pushed a hand against his chest, urging him to lay down flat on her bed. There was a devious twinkle in her eye as her fingers trailed down to his stomach. 

	"Are you sure about that?" 

	 


Chapter 6 

	Aster held Jove's gaze, hands running across his shirt and lower stomach as though carefully smoothing out the wrinkles. She let her fingers brush up against the waistband of his sweatpants, identifying it as a boundary to be tested. 

	"One good deed deserves another," she whispered. One of her fingers tugged on the waistband, letting it snap back against his stomach. 

	"I couldn't agree more." Jove glanced at the door reflexively, and Aster followed his gaze. 

	"With that said, your mother could come looking for us at any second," she said, with a disappointed sigh. 

	Hearing that aloud brought him back to high school, sneaking around with his first girlfriend while "doing homework" at the old family home. This was different, so much worse, so much more intense. 

	"We're fine," said Jove. "We'll hear her coming. Keep going." 

	He let his hands brush through her hair. Aster took a long breath and let it out. 

	"I really shouldn't, but…" She bit her lip and flashed a devious smirk. "The thrill of getting caught has always pushed all the right buttons." 

	Aster slid a hand under his shirt, her fingers hot against his skin. She pulled it up far enough to reveal his waistline, and started planting kisses along it. Jove began to get hard, and Aster seemed to delight in watching his manhood grow into a firm bulge. 

	He wanted to see what would happen if he took his cock out, but Aster beat him to the punch. She slowly slid his sweatpants down, kissing bare skin as it became available. There was a tiny wet spot on his boxers at the tip of his now mostly hard member. Aster touched it with a finger, and then tasted the finger. 

	"You aren't allowed to stop respecting your aunt after this, darling." She kissed the wet spot, and Jove felt his head nodding on its own. "You will also have to put maximum enthusiasm into the line readings you've agreed to." 

	"I'll match your enthusiasm, Aunt Aster," he said, letting one of his fingers trace the edge of her chin. 

	"I bet you will…" 

	She finally pulled his boxers down, her eyes flicking back and forth from holding his gaze to admiring his cock. A smile stole onto her expression, and she let out a tiny giggle. 

	"Looks like someone is ready to go," she whispered. 

	Jove's eyes fluttered closed as Aster's warm breath danced across his skin. She teased him with light, delicate kisses along the length of his legs, starting from the top of his thighs and working her way down to his ankles. Each press of her lips sent a shiver running through his body, making his cock twitch with anticipation. 

	Aster's hands skimmed along his legs, her fingers tracing the outline of his muscles as she worked her way up again. Jove's breathing grew heavier, his heart racing with excitement. He couldn't believe this was happening — his aunt, Aster, was about to give him a blowjob. 

	As she reached the V of his thighs, Aster's kisses grew bolder, more insistent. Jove felt her tongue darting out, licking at the crease where his leg met his groin. He groaned, his hips flexing upward in a silent plea for more. 

	"I haven't even started yet, darling." 

	Aster chuckled, the sound vibrating against his skin. She slowly turned her mouth toward his cock, her lips brushing against the base of his shaft. Jove's entire body tensed, his fingers digging into the mattress as he waited for her to take him in her mouth. 

	The wait was agonizing, but Aster seemed to be savoring the moment, drawing out the anticipation. Finally, her lips wrapped around the head of his cock, her tongue swirling around the rim. Jove's eyes snapped open, his gaze fixed on Aster's face as she began to work her magic. 

	Her mouth was warm, wet, and oh-so-talented. Jove felt himself getting lost in the sensation, his worries and doubts melting away with each gentle suck. He let out a soft moan, his hips rocking upward as Aster's mouth moved down his shaft. 

	His breathing grew ragged as her lips and tongue worked their magic. He felt his cock swell, the pressure building to an unbearable point. Still, Aster teased him, her tongue darting in and out, her lips grazing the sensitive skin. She knew exactly how to draw out the pleasure, holding him on the precipice. 

	Aster's eyes locked onto his, a mischievous glint sparkling in their depths. She slowed her pace, her mouth barely moving, as if savoring the torture she inflicted. Jove's hips bucked upward, seeking more contact, but Aster held back, denying him the satisfaction. 

	He groaned, his fingers clawing at the mattress, his entire body strung tight like a bow. Aster's laughter vibrated against his skin, sending shivers down his spine. She knew she had him right where she wanted him. 

	Suddenly, Jove's control snapped. With a growl, he reached down and grasped the back of Aster's head, his fingers tangling in her hair. He pumped his hips forward, his cock thrusting deep into her mouth. Aster's eyes flashed up to his, surprise and excitement mingling in their depths. 

	For a moment, they locked gazes, Jove's hand guiding Aster's head as he lost himself in the sensation. His cock pulsed, the orgasm building to a crescendo. Aster's mouth tightened around him, her tongue fluttering against the head of his cock. 

	Jove's vision began to blur, his hips pumping faster, harder. He was consumed by the pleasure, his entire world reduced to the sensation of Aster's mouth wrapped around him as he humped her face. 

	He was too far gone, his release building to a crescendo. Her mouth tightened around him, her tongue fluttering against the head of his cock, and he felt himself tip over the edge. 

	He bucked his hips forward, his cock pulsing as he released into Aster's mouth. She made a startled noise, brow scrunching with surprise, as she struggled to swallow. Her cheeks flushed, her face screwing up in distaste, but she didn't pull away. 

	Her eyes flashed up to his, surprise and annoyance mingling in their depths. She made cute, high-pitched noises, her lips and tongue fluttering against his shaft as she took his load and cleaned him off. 

	Exhausted and still basking in a glow of pleasure, Jove let his head drop against the pillow. Aster slowly pulled back, her lips releasing his cock with a soft pop. She sat up, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, her expression a mix of accusation and satisfaction. 

	"You get a little rough when you take control, Jovian," she whispered, squeezing in alongside him on the small bed. 

	"Too rough for you?" He kissed her on the lips and stroked her cheek. 

	"Not quite." She smirked at him, kissed his cheek, and then bit his earlobe. 

	Jove gave in to a sudden urge to grab her wrists and roll her underneath him. Aster let out a surprised, preliminary moan, looking as aroused as he'd ever seen her. 

	"Aster?" Kira's voice came from the other side of the door, no more than seven feet away. "Have you seen my son?" 

	 


Chapter 7 

	Jove didn't rush, knowing that any rustling noises overheard from the hallway might give their tryst away to his mother. He slowly pulled his boxers and sweatpants up as he answered his mother. 

	"I'm in here," he said. "Aster and I were just…" 

	His brain was still too dazed from the best blowjob of his entire life to make longer sentences happen. 

	"Looking for an email," Aster finished. "An old script that I wanted to reread." 

	She opened the door, and Jove did his best to seem casual in how he was sitting on his aunt's bed. His mother had changed into a proper outfit for the day and seemed to instantly note the fact that Aster had not, instead still wearing a somewhat lurid satin kimono. 

	"I see," said Kira. She glanced between them, not quite seeming outright suspicious. "What was it for?" 

	"It doesn't matter," said Aster, waving a hand. "An old project." 

	"None of my business, I suppose," said Kira. 

	"Your words, not mine." 

	"Right." Kira nodded slowly. "Jove, can you help me with something, or does your aunt still need you to explain basic technology?" 

	"I will always need my nephew in spirit," said Aster, ruffling his hair. "But he's already helped me enough for the time being." 

	She smiled at him, and he felt a rise of heat that almost made him want to find an excuse to stick around for a little longer. He shook it off and stood up, stepping toward the door. 

	"What's up, Mom?" he asked. 

	She waited until they were in the hallway before answering. "I'm working on dinner, and options are getting a bit limited. Would you prefer spaghetti with kale and tomato sauce, or some kind of veggie wrap?" 

	"Spaghetti and meatballs?" 

	Kira shook her head, frowning. "We're just about out of meat." 

	"Ah. Right." He saw the shift in his mother's expression and did his best to reassure her. "No big deal. I bet it will still be tasty." 

	"Do you think Eve would have a preference one way or the other?" she asked. 

	"Probably the wraps," said Jove. "She's not huge on tomato sauce. Might want to check with her first, though." 

	He spent the next hour or so reading a fantasy novel he'd liberated from the base's collection of paperbacks. Kira called the family to dinner, and Jove did his best to stay positive as he took in the state of the veggie wraps. 

	The thin tortillas composing the outer layer of each one were visibly dry and cracking in places. Kira had set the bag out on the table, only one wrapper remaining within it, as though to emphasize that they didn't really have many options with what remained of their food. 

	"Interesting," said Eve, glancing at Jove for his reaction. 

	"We're working with what we have left." Kira sighed and tried to fold hers closed a little more, exacerbating the situation of the dry and crumbly wrap. "I made these myself. Andromeda isn't good with anything that requires folding or wrapping, not that these really want to do either." 

	"Hey, food is food," said Jove. 

	In truth, there was a heavy implication hanging over the meal that was hard to escape. They were surviving — it was easy to forget that at times, given Termina Station's creature comforts. There was no escaping the fact that food was a limited resource they would eventually run out of. 

	"We'll have to find another source of meat," said Kira. "It's still possible that we might come to an agreement with Port Sirius. Or perhaps journey to one of the other Antarctic settlements to see if we might trade with another group." 

	"I doubt Port Sirius would welcome us with open arms after…" Eve trailed off, glancing at Jove. 

	He felt like he owned the silence that followed, like it was his fault, and maybe it was. Protecting his family had been the only thing on his mind when he'd pulled that trigger, but actions had consequences. 

	"I have a suggestion, if you would be open to hearing it, Director Faremont," said Andromeda. 

	"Of course, Andi," said Kira. 

	"I discovered an entire network of rivers and lakes underneath the ice in this region of the Antarctic," said the AI. "There are several places where it would be feasible to drill through and set up an ice fishing operation." 

	"Ice fishing?" said Aster. "In Antarctica? Are there even fish here? There can't be, can there? It must be far too cold." 

	"It's a common misconception that Antarctica is universally inhospitable to all species," said Andromeda. "There are many varieties of fish living underneath the ice. I cannot vouch for their taste or nutritional value, but they are a protein resource which I would advise you to consider exploring." 

	"Jove, you used to go fishing with Dad all the time, didn't you?" said Eve. 

	"Yeah. A couple times every summer, at the very least." He nodded slowly, a wealth of memories rising to the fore. "Even when I was little. He always insisted that I do everything myself. Tying the knots. Baiting the hook. Said it would be good for me to know how to do everything on my own. I guess he was right." 

	"That sounds like Turner." Kira smiled, and her eyes took on a distant quality, happy but sad. "God. I've been having… dreams about him these past few nights. I know it's pointless, but I really do wish he was still here, now more than ever." 

	She looked across the table at Jove. He reached out and touched her hand. 

	"Andromeda, what do we have that might work for makeshift fishing supplies?" he asked. 

	"We have several hundred meters of monofilament-based rope which could be disassembled into a substitute for fishing line," said the AI. "My 3D printer could be used to create convincing fishing lures, though fresh bait would be preferable once bycatch becomes available." 

	"We'll also need a drill that can get through the ice." 

	"We can bring the ice drone we have here in the station with us," said Kira. "Andromeda helped me repair the snowmobile that was out of commission yesterday, so we have four now. One for each of us." 

	"It just might work," said Jove. 

	"Certainly beats starving to death," muttered Eve. 

	He took another bite of his veggie wrap. The taste was starting to grow on him. 

	 


Chapter 8 

	Jove lent his time to the fishing effort after dinner. He sat on the couch in the common room with a long length of monofilament rope, disassembling it down to the strand. Boring, but in a productive way that made the task feel like a step forward. 

	"Pass me some of that." Eve plopped down on the couch next to him, wearing a loose t-shirt and shorts. 

	"You want to help?" He gave her a length, but felt an odd rise of wariness. 

	"Sure," she said. "The sooner you're done, the sooner you're free for a vertimon battle." 

	"See, I knew you had an ulterior motive." 

	"Ulterior motives are the best kind of motive." 

	They shared a moment of interesting eye contact. Jove remembered how he teased her about what the reward might be if he managed to beat her, their banter even veering into the possibility of sexual favors. 

	He was surprised by how little had changed between them since their intense night of sharing a sleeping bag. In a sense, they hadn't really done anything except grind and grope. In another sense, they'd tested the waters, found them warm and inviting, and were overdue another swim. 

	"How's your knee feeling?" he asked. 

	She narrowed her eyes at him and pressed a finger against her lips. He couldn't help but laugh. 

	"God, you're so paranoid," he said. "What? You think Mom is listening with spy cameras?" 

	"I wouldn't put it past Andromeda to pass my secrets on to her," said Eve. 

	Jove glanced up at the intercom, half expecting the AI to chime in with a denial. He shrugged and kept going with the rope. It was a time consuming and delicate process of unwinding. 

	"How are things with Aster?" asked Eve. 

	Jove hesitated, feeling his paranoia mirroring her earlier reaction. "She's fine." 

	"I know she's fine. I'm asking how you and her are." 

	"Why do you want to know?" he asked. 

	"Why don't you want to tell me?" 

	She sounded genuinely curious, but Jove sensed if not heard something more in her question. Not jealousy, but interest, the way a neighbor might enquire about an unexpected visitor. That was more like Eve. 

	Or was it jealousy? Jove didn't know if his old assumptions about his sister were still valid in the new world they lived in. He looked at her for a second or two, and the flipside of the question suddenly came into view. 

	"We hung out earlier in her room," he said. 

	"Sounds like fun," said Eve. 

	"I could stop by your room sometime," he said. 

	Eve let out a little laugh, but furrowed her brow as though considering it. "Oh? And just what would such a visit entail?" 

	"You know…" He pulled the last two monofilaments of the rope apart and set them aside. "Discuss survival tactics." 

	He slid a little closer to her on the couch. Eve tossed her own rope aside, though she hadn't made much progress in breaking it down. She rolled her eyes and looked away from him. 

	"I don't know," said Eve. "This is so weird. Would you just shut up and play video games with me?" 

	"Yeah, sure." He pulled back immediately, even though the vibe was practically begging him to push a little more, see if he could break through the seemingly thin ice. 

	Jove had, in fact, spent most of the past few days doing nothing but play vertimon. It had been a distraction for him from his own guilt, insufficient to keep him from rifling through the wallet as many times as he had, but enough to occupy him in slightly less dark moments. 

	He found Eve in-game just outside the city whose gym leader they were both stuck on. She'd changed her in-game outfit, adding a pink visor to her otherwise lime-green ensemble that would have looked just as cute on her in real life. 

	"Ready?" asked Jove. 

	"Ready." 

	The familiar upbeat jingle played as the screen flashed and devolved into a turn-based vertimon battle. Jove was pleasantly surprised when his highest-level monster was able to weather Eve's first attack and retaliate. 

	He smiled as, for the first time ever, he managed to eke out a win. He glanced up from his phone at Eve, but stopped short of gloating. Her mouth was fixed into a thin line, eyes narrowed. 

	"Rematch," she said. "You wouldn't have won if you hadn't gotten that critical hit." 

	"Whatever helps you sleep at night," he said. 

	"I want a fucking rematch," growled Eve. 

	"You just can't handle losing at anything, can you?" he said. "I feel sorry for your old ski buddies." 

	Eve's eye twitched in a weird way, and he wished he could take the comment back. He gave her the rematch, at the very least. It was far closer, but the impact of Jove's multiday leveling spree was too much for her to overcome. 

	"That move is so fucking stupid," muttered Eve, afterward. 

	"It's just a move," said Jove. "Relax and take the L, dear sister." 

	"One more," said Eve. 

	"No. I didn't agree to play you over and over until you won. Ask me again tomorrow." 

	"Oh, I get it." Eve's tone had an icy edge to it. "You have to savor one of the few victories over me you'll ever get." 

	Jove tried to brush the comment off, but it jabbed a little too close to scar tissue that used to coat his relationship with Eve. "Fuck off. Don't be a sore loser just because you lost to your little brother." 

	"I won't if you give me a fucking rematch!" 

	"Were you like this back when you lost in your cross-country ski races?" he asked. "Give me a rematch give me a rematch." 

	Eve scoffed. "You're really going to try to pocket your victory and run away? I guess you do still have a chip on your shoulder when it comes to comparing yourself to me in life." 

	Jove gritted his teeth, anger rising out of step with the situation. "A chip on my shoulder? More like a criminal record, all due to you ratting me out and having me arrested." 

	Eve rolled her eyes. "Here we go again…" 

	"Yeah, here we go again!" he snapped. "You never apologized! Still, to this day, you have never apologized! You expect me to just forget about that?" 

	"Ah, yes. I'm sure a single mark on your criminal record will be what stops you from finding gainful employment now that the world has ended." 

	"It's not about the criminal record!" he snapped. 

	"Then why'd you bring it up?" 

	"Why won't you apologize?" 

	"Because I'm not sorry." 

	The words seemed to hang in the air, a reincarnation of her original betrayal. Jove shook his head and stormed out of the common room, suddenly disgusted by the sight of her. 

	He almost ran straight into his mother, who apparently had been listening in. 

	"The two of you were getting along so well," she said, with a sigh. 

	"Not my fault," he said. "She's being a bitch." 

	"Fuck you, Jove!" Eve shouted after him. 

	 


Chapter 9 

	Jove helped pack the supplies for the family's fishing expedition the next morning. His mother had already mapped out the route they'd be taking to a nearby lake, and the family had come to the decision for all four of them to head out together. 

	"It'll be good for all of us to spend a little time outside the station, now that we can trust Andromeda to watch things while we're gone," said Kira. "I think we're all starting to get a bit of… cabin fever." 

	She glanced from Jove to Eve with a small frown. Jove hadn't spoken a word to his sister since their blowout argument the night before. He had, however, spent a few hours the previous night grinding in vertimon. 

	As petty as it was, he'd resolved to give her a rematch if she asked for one if solely for the opportunity to properly gloat after beating her. It made him furious to think of the way she'd dismissed the very idea of apologizing to him, as though the fallout he'd suffered from her betrayal was insignificant. 

	"We've got the makeshift line, the 3D printed lures, a couple of spools that should work a little like basic reels," he said. "What else will we need?" 

	"I'm bringing one of the guns," said his mother, carefully. "Would you be open to bringing one, Jovian?" 

	He shrugged but couldn't avoid the question. He didn't have an innate aversion to pulling the trigger, firing a gun at someone, in defense of his family, and that was what unsettled him. The idea that he could do it again, that he might find another wallet afterward, another photo, another glimpse into a life he'd snuffed out. 

	"Yeah, I'll bring one," he said. 

	"Are you sure?" 

	"I'm fine," he said, forcing a smile. 

	She went to her room and came back with one of the loaded pistols. Jove felt his fingers almost rebelling as he took it into his hand, everything about the weight and sensation of the metal feeling wrong to him. 

	Instead of finding a way to keep it on his person, he tucked it away within the gear sled. It would be there if and when he needed it. In the meantime, he needed a little space and distance from what it represented. 

	"Hey." His mother came closer and touched his shoulder. "You don't have to force yourself." 

	"I know," he said. "I'm fine, really." 

	He forced a smile and saw something akin to pride in his mother's expression. She was the queen of burying her emotions, presenting composure regardless of whatever pain roiled within. He was ultimately her son, for better and for worse. 

	"Come here," she said, opening her arms. 

	He pulled her into a tight hug. She was wearing her red jacket, partially unzipped to show a somewhat low cut white top underneath. He let his body come into full contact with hers, closer than they really should have been. She smelled so good, and he felt a stirring of excitement in his chest and loins. 

	He didn't let go of her after a second or two, and neither did she. Jove felt intoxicated by her closeness and couldn't resist letting his lips draw near her neck. Kira made a little satisfied noise, body opening up slightly for him. 

	He pulled back just far enough to kiss her on the cheek, and then the lips, starting down the same path he and his mother had seemingly discovered in recent days. 

	"Did you work things out with Eve yet?" she whispered. 

	He kissed her again, passion building. "Not yet." 

	"You should do it soon," she whispered. "Don't want all that tension to blow up again." 

	"Did you work things out with Aster?" he asked, hands playfully running up her sides. "It's not as though Eve and I have a monopoly on sibling rivalries within the family." 

	"Calling it a rivalry is a bit much." His mother prodded a finger against his chest. Jove tried to tickle her, and she laughed and swatted him and then they were kissing, lips greedy for each other's taste. 

	Kira pulled back first, blinking as though coming out of a daze. 

	"It is what it is," said Jove, holding her hands. "Just how family works." 

	"Not always. We seem to be… getting along a little better, at least. I'm glad that we've managed to get close again, Jovian." 

	"So am I." 

	"And that we can be… honest with each other," she added. 

	He nodded but wasn't sure if he bought it. There was a superficial layer of honesty, sure, but there was a lot they didn't talk about. Like his mother's initial decision to handle the two intruders herself. Or the fact that they'd been kissing, sometimes outright making out with each other, without ever acknowledging it openly. 

	"Speaking of your aunt," said Kira, clearing her throat to break a bit of the tension. "Would you mind going and making sure she's ready?" 

	"Absolutely." 

	"Come straight back," she added. 

	He nodded, but the fact that she felt the need to tell him that made him wonder if she might have suspicions. She had almost caught them together the other day. What would she do if she found out? 

	The question wasn't as simple as it might have been back in the old world, where an aunt could be disowned or a nephew reprimanded for engaging in such illicit behavior. 

	He was still imagining outcomes when he found Aster coming out of the bathroom, clad only in a towel with steam billowing out behind her. She grinned at Jove and pretended to cover herself. 

	"Good timing, darling," said Aster. "I was just about to head into my room to pick out an outfit. You can help me choose." 

	Jove opened his mouth to answer, but someone else beat him to it. 

	"I believe Director Faremont instructed you to head straight back to her once you confirmed your aunt was ready," said Andromeda. 

	Jove stared at Aster, seeing his own surprise and unease reflected in her expression. 

	"Yeah," he said, in a careful tone. "Of course, Andromeda. Wouldn't want to keep the director waiting." 

	Aster cleared her throat. "If you'll… excuse me." 

	He waited until Aster had departed before heading down into the hall and slipping into his own room. 

	"Andromeda," he said. "What do you know?" 

	"I'm not sure what you mean, Jovian," said the AI. 

	He considered his next question, wanting to probe the extent of the AI's knowledge and spying, but not wanting to give anything away. 

	"Is there any information that you've discovered about me that the director would be surprised by?" 

	"I'm unfamiliar with the exact extent of the director's knowledge, so I can't say with certainty what might surprise her." 

	"Andromeda," he said, in a chiding tone. 

	A few seconds passed by. 

	"You appear to share an inappropriate level of closeness with your aunt," said Andromeda. "To some extent, it would seem as though you are also close with your sister and mother beyond normal conventions." 

	Jove winced, but he wasn't overly surprised. Andromeda's eyes and ears around the station were far too universal for him to have any real privacy from her over a long enough timescale. 

	"Have you spoken to my mother about this?" he said, cringing a little. 

	“Not directly.” 

	"If she questioned you about what you know about me and Aster, would you tell her?" he asked. 

	"My privacy protocol normally only allows me to answer questions about the personal lives of the station's denizens if they directly affect the station's operations," said Andromeda. "With that said, I believe Director Faremont would quite easily be able to present a case for disclosure that might force my hand." 

	"Oh, come on," he said, with a sigh. "Can you please keep this secret, Andromeda? It would negatively affect the station's operations for the relationship between my mom and my aunt to become any more frayed than it already is. That's a fact." 

	Another silence. Jove wondered if he was genuinely taxing the AI's ability to reason through what represented the best outcome. 

	"That's true," said Andromeda. "I will consider your perspective before revealing any of your personal information. In the meantime, I would like you to do your best to keep your relationship with your aunt and the rest of your family on this station as appropriate as possible." 

	Jove let out a breath. "Yeah, I'll do my best. Thanks, Andromeda." 

	"You're welcome, Jove." 

	 


Chapter 10 

	"I wasn't aware that we'd be camping on the ice overnight," said Aster. 

	Jovian stood alongside his aunt, with Eve on the other side of Aster, as Kira outlined their journey. She finished tucking away a much larger tent than the one he and Eve had shared before their feud into the gear sled. 

	"It will let us take our time and hopefully catch more fish," said Kira. "The entire point of this outing is to put ourselves in a good position for the next few weeks, or possibly few months, if we're lucky." 

	"Do we have enough gas?" asked Jove. "Eve and I were running extremely low during our trip to Port Sirius." 

	"We should, for now, at least," said his mother. "There were two more jerry cans with the emergency power generator in the station's storage. The lake we're heading to is to the southeast, about two hours away. Far enough to justify making it an overnight trip." 

	"Are we going to be fishing for the entire time, or can I bring my skis?" asked Eve. 

	A petulant part of Jove wanted to bring up her knee right then and there in front of his mother, but he buried the urge. She had dirt of her own she could fling right back at him, given that she was aware of him and Aster. 

	"I won't stop you from bringing them, but I can't promise you'll have much time to put them to use." Kira ran a hand through her hair with a sigh. "We have two insulated tents, and two portable propane heaters which should, in theory, keep them warm. It's not just for comfort's sake. The holes we'll be fishing through are going to want to freeze up on us." 

	"That usually happens even when ice fishing in normal weather," said Jove. "We'll just have to deal with it." 

	"I'm leaving two gear sleds completely empty, and we'll use them to haul our catch back," said his mother. "The convenience of the cold is that the fish will be perfectly fresh when they freeze, and we'll be in no real rush to get them back here." 

	"What about the ice drones?" asked Aster. "Or the other survivors in Port Sirius? What happens if we run into them in the middle of the journey?" 

	Jove felt a sinking feeling in his gut, aware of his gear sled, the gun he'd stashed away on it. Even though Aster had asked the question, it felt like he was the one who needed an answer. Would he be able to shoot someone again if it came to it? 

	"We'll handle any encounters as they happen," said Kira, with a nod. "Antarctica is pretty spacious. More than likely, we don't see anything on the way there or back other than ice and snow." 

	Nobody said anything for a few seconds. 

	"Well, Aster?" said Kira. "If you want to stay here at the station, you're more than welcome to." 

	"I didn't say I wouldn't go!" snapped Aster. "I just need a minute to consider it. Jove… you have the most experience with fishing. Is it usually fun?" 

	"Yeah, for the most part." He shrugged, feeling the pull of old memories with his father on the water. "Boring but fun. You have to be in the right state of mind for it." 

	He remembered how peaceful it'd often been, sitting and waiting and not doing much of anything other than chatting with his dad and enjoying the outdoors. Peaceful was the word he would have picked to describe it. He felt a pang of sadness as he thought about his dad again, suddenly missing him fiercely. 

	They put on their winter gear in the entrance chamber and dragged the gear sleds out along with them. The ice drone Andromeda had briefly occupied was charging next to the snowmobiles. Kira fiddled with its controls for a moment, and the drone stirred to life with a mechanical hum. 

	"I can lead the way if you would like, Director Faremont," said the drone, in Andromeda's voice. "My internal map has detailed knowledge of the route." 

	"That would be helpful," said Kira. 

	"Is that actually you, Andromeda?" asked Eve. "I didn't think the ice drones were still networked to the station." 

	"It is me, but a copy of me," said Andromeda. "Once we arrive back, my memories will be transferred back into the version of my model still within the station, and this ice drone will be returned to its default programming." 

	"That's a little unnerving," muttered Jove. 

	"From a human perspective, I can see how it might be," said Andromeda. "It is the most efficient means of preserving my continuity. There is no need for two separate but extremely similar versions of my mind to be in operation at once without reason." 

	"How very practical," said Kira, seeming to genuinely mean it. 

	They set off once they'd gotten the snowmobiles started. Jove had forgotten how much he enjoyed the simple act of riding a snowmobile, especially across the generally flat landscape of Antarctica. 

	As far as he could tell, Eve had made a similar discovery. The two of them began jockeying for position as the first behind the ice drone. It felt like a microcosm of their earlier, pointless argument, a vertimon battle on the snow. 

	He pulled in close behind her at one point as she zigzagged intentionally to keep him from having an angle to pass. Eve rose up in her saddle, butt briefly jutting out into his face. 

	Even with snow pants on, it was still a frustratingly glorious butt. Eve was so used to having her way with everything, from dating to her career, even how their mother had, at least historically, so often sided with her. 

	Maybe she needed a proper taste of humble pie. Jove shifted right as she was turning to go around a snow drift and managed to pull even. They glanced at each other, making eye contact for a breathless instant. 

	That was it. He would beat her in vertimon and outride her and leave her frustrated and begging for her little brother to let her get off the second place podium. He was sick of holding back on Eve. He would let her have it. 

	She pulled ahead of him again and, as much as he wanted to get straight back to the plan, her butt was faintly hypnotic from his current viewpoint. 

	 


Chapter 11 

	The Antarctic landscape stretched out before them, an untouched canvas of white broken only by the occasional rocky outcropping or distant mountain peak. The weather was surprisingly pleasant, with temperatures below freezing but not by as much as Jove had previously endured. A light snow fell from the gray sky, the flakes dancing in the gentle breeze. 

	He continued trading off the lead with Eve, feeling far more annoyed each time she passed him back than the situation called for. Ahead of them, the ice drone suddenly came to an abrupt halt. 

	Jove and Eve slowed their snowmobiles, exchanging curious glances as they approached the stationary machine. The drone's midriff turned across a 180-degree angle with silent focus, its sensors scanning the surrounding area. Kira and Aster caught up a minute later. 

	"What's going on, Andromeda?" asked Kira. 

	"A trio of ice drones will intercept our route if we continue on our current trajectory," said Andromeda. 

	Jove pulled down his scarf. "Can we wait them out?" 

	"Not in our current position. Were we to turn back, we could avoid them, but it is likely that they would still discover our tracks." 

	"What options do we have?" asked Kira. 

	"I could attempt to disable them on my own, but it's unlikely I would succeed without the element of surprise," said Andromeda. "A better approach might be to send them fabricated weather and terrain data to trick them into believing they've already surveyed our position." 

	"Will that work?" asked Aster. 

	"It has the highest probability of working, but I cannot say for sure," said Andromeda. 

	"That's an interesting way of phrasing it," muttered Eve. "How about you tell us the exact probability?" 

	"I anticipate a forty-seven percent chance of success," said Andromeda. 

	Nobody said anything for a few cold and quiet seconds. 

	"What happens if we fight?" asked Jove. "Our odds have to be better than that." 

	"It's possible that the ice drones once more have access to a satellite network, given our own connection has been restored," said Andromeda. "The true risk is in one of the drones informing the greater whole of their number of our existence and location." 

	"We wouldn't be able to destroy them fast enough," said Kira. "It looks like we don't have much choice here. Andromeda, send the false—" 

	"Hold on a second," said Aster. "I thought we all agreed that you weren't calling the shots like a dictator anymore, Kira." 

	"It's pronounced, director, actually." Kira folded her arms and eyed her children instead of Aster. "Feel free to take a vote if you'd like to waste the limited time we have before those drones show up and turn hostile." 

	"I think Andromeda's plan is the best one we're liable to come up with," said Jove. "Let's do it." 

	"Agreed," said Eve. 

	Jove shifted his weight on the snowmobile, trying to ignore the prickling sensation of sweat gathering beneath his layers. He glanced at his mother, her expression clouded and uneasy. Aster fidgeted with her gloves, while Eve sat unnaturally still, her gaze fixed on the horizon. 

	"The drones have accepted the false data," said Andromeda, her voice crackling through their headsets. "However, they are still proceeding in our direction." 

	"What does that mean?" asked Eve. "What are we supposed to do now?" 

	"Given that this area has already been surveyed, they may not use their HD cameras to verify the terrain," said Andromeda. "It is possible that we could hide from them in the snow." 

	"Possible?" Kira let out a sigh, sounding at the end of her patience. "Will this work, Andromeda?" 

	"It is the path forward with the highest probability of allowing us to remain undiscovered," said Andromeda. "I suggest hiding under the snow in that nearby drift." 

	She shifted at the waist and raised her drone arm to gesture to a nearby pile of snow. Kira led the way on her snowmobile, and they set about doing what they had to. 

	It was neither a quick nor comfortable process. The snow drift itself was quite large, but they needed all of it to help hide the snowmobiles and sleds, and even then, the cover wasn't as uniform as what would have been ideal. 

	Jove helped cover Aster while his mother helped Eve. It was akin to burying someone in the sand, though with far more gasping and wincing when the snow managed to sneak its way onto bare skin. 

	"Get all of me, darling," said Aster. She was flat on her back and smirked at the way her breasts rose above the layer of snow he'd already piled on. 

	"I don't plan on missing these." He glanced at his mother to make sure the coast was clear before stealing an indulgent grope of her breasts. "They'd give us away in an instant." 

	"Hey." 

	"That was a compliment, auntie dearest." 

	She quirked her mouth sideways as though still annoyed and leaned forward to plant a quick kiss on her mouth. Shoveling more snow, he buried all of her but her face, which wouldn't be visible unless the ice drones got close enough to see through the ruse anyway. 

	Kira had finished covering Eve, and Andromeda had already curled up in the snow bank. As the last two, they were stuck with the obvious problem of who buried whom. 

	"Lay down, Mom," he said. 

	"Are you sure?" 

	"Yeah. I'll dig a hole in the snow next to you and just drop into it after and try to collapse it over myself." 

	She nodded, practical enough not to argue the small details. Jove repeated the same process he had with Aster and ran into the same problem, with his mother's endowments refusing to be easily concealed. 

	"Let me just give these a quick dusting with snow." He was a gentleman about it as he sprinkled powder onto her chest. 

	"That… might not be enough," she said, seeming embarrassed, but smiling with good humor. 

	"It's the material of your jacket. The snow won't stick." 

	He might have had another option other than placing his hands directly on her, but his evil mind refused to let him think of it. He didn't grope her outright, instead making increasing contact as he started piling the snow intentionally. 

	His fingers had to grip at one point to make sure the snow was sticking. The sensation of feeling her breasts, even through her jacket and the sweater she had underneath, was far too compelling for comfort. The little noise his mother made intrigued him beyond words, a quick breath like she was walking out into a cold lake. 

	"There we go," he said, softly. "Is that good?" 

	"Perfect." Kira gave him an embarrassed smile, cheeks flushed from the cold, or perhaps something else. "Quick. You still have to get next to me." 

	He did, and it wasn't hard to cover most of himself, though trying to bury his last arm using that same arm felt like trying to wash one hand without the other. He leaned his head back and could feel his mother next to him as the sound of the ice drone's treads slowly grew louder. 

	He felt a brush of movement by his hand and responded to it with a small flick of his own. It was his mother's hand, her pinky against his, perhaps trying to signal or maybe just reassure him. 

	She did it again, and he responded back, rubbing pinkies with her under the snow. Strange how much closer he felt to her in that instant. A little secret, a hidden bit of communication, the simple acknowledgment that they were there for each other, close to each other. 

	The ice drones came even closer, almost threatening to roll right over them. He let his pinky curl completely around hers, and she responded in kind. The ice drones slowed, but ultimately continued past, the sound of their treads on the ice fading into the distance. 

	"I think we're good now," said Kira, still holding his finger. 

	"Should be," said Jove. "Want me to unbury you?" 

	She chuckled and pulled him closer by the finger. "I think I can manage that on my own." 

	Her expression took on a devious edge, and she suddenly yanked his scarf open and snuck a bit of snow down onto bare skin. Jove gasped and shot her a mock glare before wrapping his arms around her and trying to wrestle her down for retaliation. 

	Snow slipped between the layers of Jove's clothing as he and his mom rolled in the icy expanse, each trying to outdo the other with a playful shove or a mock pin. His heart pounded in his chest, not just from the exertion but from the proximity to his mother. 

	The cold had a way of sharpening sensations, and as Jove wrestled with Kira in the snow, he couldn't help but feel a rush of heat that had nothing to do with his physical exertions. 

	Her laughter was musical, ringing clear against the silence, but as their movements became less about play and more about proximity, the sound took on a different tone. 

	They rolled, a tangle of limbs and heavy winter gear, and every accidental brush of her body against his sent a jolt through him. His scarf had come loose in the scuffle, and he felt her breath against his neck, hot and quick. 

	Jove pinned her arms above her head, hovering above her as they both caught their breath. Their eyes locked, and he could see the faintest hint of surprise in her gaze. His own breathing grew heavier, a primal part of him responding to their closeness. 

	"Gotcha," he whispered, a smirk playing on his lips. 

	Kira's chest rose and fell rapidly beneath him, her eyes sparkling with a mix of defiance and something he couldn't quite place. It was then that he became aware of how their bodies were aligned, the curve of her hips pressed against his own. The snow around them was no longer cold as heat flared within him. 

	He felt her legs wrap around his waist in what could have been an attempt to unseat him but felt more like an invitation. 

	"Jove," Kira said softly, her cheeks flushed from more than just the cold. She was close enough that he could see a bit of ice on one of her eyelashes. 

	"Mom..." 

	The word was barely a whisper, but it carried the weight of all the things left unsaid between them. Their gazes locked, and for a fleeting second, Jove wondered if she could hear his heart thundering in his chest. 

	He kissed her, feeling like he had to, like it was perfect and inevitable. His mother's hands slid out of his grip and found their way to his face, cradling it gently as if she too recognized the line they were teetering on. 

	Their lips moved together, the kiss lingering for too long, not long enough. Just as Jove was starting to explore with his hands, the outside world reared its unwelcome head. 

	"Are the two of you quite all right?" asked Aster, with an edge of something sharp in her tone. 

	Jove rolled sideways, hearing his mother clear her throat. 

	"We're fine," he said. "Just getting some… revenge. She attacked first." 

	"Yes…" said Kira, in an odd voice. "I definitely started it." 

	"Can you both finish it?" asked Eve. "We should keep moving." 

	 


Chapter 12 

	Jove helped his mother to her feet. An air of awkward tension hung over the entire family as they dug the snowmobiles and gear sleds out, and he was aware that the wrestling probably hadn't seemed entirely playful from Aster and Eve's perspective. 

	They mounted their snowmobiles and continued on, engines roaring to life in the stillness of the Antarctic landscape. Jove took up his position behind Andromeda, the ice drone leading the way. He felt a bit frustrated in the most basic, masculine sense, but knew he'd done it to himself by getting so worked up. 

	The question of how he'd let his mother, of all people, stir such a response from within him wasn't one he was quite ready to face. She wasn't Aster, or even Eve. The boundary was firmer with her, serious, almost scary. He felt ashamed at how badly a part of him wanted to test it. 

	After another solid hour of riding, Andromeda slowed down ahead of them, signaling their arrival. Jove pulled up alongside the drone, his eyes widening as he took in the sight of their apparent destination.

	The ice lake stretched out before them, a vast expanse of frozen beauty. The surface was a crystalline kaleidoscope of winter blue and wind-polished white, the colors shifting and shimmering beneath the pale Antarctic sun. Jagged peaks of snow drifts encrusted the outer banks, sculpted by the wind into strange, alien shapes. 

	Jove climbed off his snowmobile, his boots crunching on the snow as he approached the edge of the lake. He heard the others do the same, their awed gasps echoing in the stillness. 

	"It's incredible," breathed Aster, her voice hushed with reverence. 

	Kira nodded, her eyes scanning the horizon. "I've never seen ice so perfect before." 

	"I wish we had skates," said Eve. "Though something tells me we'll be able to slide around fine with or without them." 

	Jove wasn't sure he'd ever encountered a sight so breathtaking, so utterly foreign. It was as if they'd stepped onto another planet, one where the rules of the world they knew no longer applied. 

	"Andromeda, will we be safe here from the ice drones that passed us earlier?" asked Kira. 

	"I can predict their route with near certainty, and they won't be back this way for at least a week," said Andromeda. "It is possible that other threats may exist, however." 

	"I doubt Victor and his goons would have much reason to come out this way," said Eve. 

	"I suppose that means we'll have it all to ourselves," said Aster. 

	"Let's get holes drilled first," said Kira. "Then we'll set up the tents over each one." 

	"I'm on it," said Jove. 

	He walked out onto the ice with Andromeda and suffered a major defeat almost immediately, slipping on the ice and falling flat on his back. Eve cackled with laughter at his expense, whereas Aster and his mother hurried over, making worried noises. 

	"Jovian!" said Kira. "Are you okay?" 

	"That was a hell of a fall, darling," said Aster. 

	"I'm fine," he muttered, pride more bruised than his body. "I landed flat, so the force of it wasn't too bad." 

	"You didn't crack your skull, did you?" Aster walked out on the ice on her knees and pulled his head into her lap. 

	He almost wanted to say yes if only to secure her thighs as a pillow for a while longer. "I'm fine. Really." 

	Aster brushed some snowflakes out of his hair. "Maybe I should take a look at you after to make sure?" 

	"Maybe we should focus on the task at hand," said Kira, with a touch of annoyance. 

	He rose to a sitting position. Drilling the holes was more of a task of overseeing Andromeda rather than contributing to the work. The ice drone took on an odd, forward leaning posture and simply extended the drill arm downward. There was a hiss similar to a dentist's drill as it connected with the ice, sinking lower and lower until it was all but at its limit. 

	"I should enlarge the hole to ensure that the fish will pull out of it easily," suggested the AI. 

	"Are you sure they'll be that sizable?" asked Kira. 

	"Not entirely, but it won't take long." 

	The ice drone made a second hole after the first. Jove whistled as he examined her handiwork. Both holes were about a foot across in diameter and ran completely through the ice, which was probably twenty inches thick, if not more. He crouched and peered in, unable to see any fish swimming around, though it was what amounted to a static and limited peephole. 

	They set each of the two tents up over the holes, which Andromeda had intentionally drilled about fifty feet apart to make the fishing slightly less competitive. The tents had thick, insulated canvas, lined with the same material space blankets were made from for further heat retention on the inside. 

	"Find some ice chunks or rocks to weigh them down at the corners," called out Jove. "The wind will blow them away if given the slightest chance." 

	"I don't feel any wind," said Eve. 

	He tensed his jaw, but contained his reaction. "Right now, maybe. If it picks up, you will be horrified by how easily it tosses tents around." 

	"It's a good point," said his mother. "We can break chunks of ice off the lake's edge if needed." 

	They made sure the tents were weighed down and set themselves to the task of unpacking the rest of the gear. Kira had brought along insulated floor tiles, which reminded Jove a little of the soft floors used at some daycares that fit together like a jigsaw puzzle. 

	They fit neatly within both tents and added a rather cozy feel to the setup, though he suspected they'd have to be careful about water splashes if and when they did start catching fish. The last step was setting up the cots, which were elevated from the ground for extra warmth, and then turning on each of the heaters. 

	"How much propane do we have, exactly?" asked Jove. 

	"Enough for us to stay warm during the day," said his mother. "We'll turn them down at night, if not completely off. Remember, we're here to catch as many fish as possible, not to have fun. Now where did Eve go?" 

	Jove spotted his sister around the other side of the lake, having snuck off with her skis at some point. He found it more amusing than annoying, which given their current friction, only stoked the fires of his resentment. 

	"You'll have to take the lead when it comes to the actual fishing, Jovian," said his mother, frowning a little. "I honestly have no idea what I'm doing." 

	"I'll walk you through it." 

	"Think we'll have much luck here?" asked Aster. 

	In all truth, he really didn't. Admitting that, however, seemed like it would only dampen the mood. "You never know. If we had to, we could always try again on a different lake." 

	"This lake is connected by underground streams to a vast subterranean aquifer," said Andromeda. "If the fishing is poor here, it's unlikely that it will be much better at other water resources nearby." 

	"Well, then we'd better cross our fingers," muttered Jove. 

	 


Chapter 13 

	With the tents and insulated floors set up, the last matter was addressing the sleeping arrangements. Jove tried to be subtle as he brought his gear toward where Aster was already tucking her things away in the second tent. 

	"Jovian," called his mother. "I need your help setting up the cots." 

	Aster poked her head out of the tent and smirked at him. "You should go see what your mother needs, darling." 

	"Probably. The last thing I need right now is any more friction with her." 

	Though with that said, the two of them had been getting along surprisingly well over the past few days. She'd let some of her serious and calculating demeanor melt away after the intruder incident. 

	He shook off the memory of firing the gun, the wallet, and focused instead on his family, unharmed and alive. Perhaps she was performing a similar act of prioritizing in the background. 

	"What do you need, Mom?" he asked, as he poked his head into the first tent. 

	"I brought double cots, but one of them is missing a leg," said Kira, with a sigh. "It's always something. I thought maybe if I connected it to the second cot's leg at the corner it might still support weight, though it would be more like a double bed with a metal bar in between sides than a proper sleeping situation." 

	"For a single night, it won't be so bad," said Jove. "I can see about tying it up to make it work. I'd volunteer to jump on the grenade, but I was just about to bring my stuff over to the second tent." 

	Kira glanced up at him, and there was something in her expression that instantly reminded him of Director Faremont, serious and calculating. "I'll take the broken cot, but I'd prefer for you to sleep in this tent tonight. With me." 

	She made it clear with her tone that the statement was more of a command than an invitation. Jove wasn't quite ready to admit defeat and furiously thought about how he might outmaneuver her for a night alone with Aster. 

	"I mean, we'll be fishing for the rest of the day," he said. "Might be best if you and me are in different tents, given that we'll both probably take the task the most seriously." 

	Eve would want to spend as much daylight as possible skiing — that was a fact. Aster seemed less likely to have a natural aptitude for the patience and fine adjustments that fishing so often required. 

	"You and your sister would never make it through the night without exchanging blows after the argument you had, so I don't think it's realistic for you to share a tent with Eve," said Kira. 

	She left plenty of room for him to ask "what about Aster," so much so that Jove could see the obvious trap. He walked into it anyway, stubborn and horny as he was. 

	"I'm sure Aster wouldn't mind my company for a night," he said. 

	"Are you?" snapped Kira. 

	"I just mean…" He shook his head, unsure of what he had meant. "I've been getting along better with her than I have been with Eve." 

	Or you, he thought, but didn't say. It was so often a coin flip with his mother, with all the affection and love in the world when he had her approval, and nothing but ice when he didn't. 

	"That's part of why I thought it would be nice for us to do some fishing together," said Kira, with a shrug. "I'm still worried about you, Jove. I know you're recovering from what happened, but…" 

	He turned away from her, feeling something twist within his gut. 

	"I didn't mean to bring it up like that," said Kira. "I just want you to feel safe with me. We have these moments where I feel like we're back to how we were when you were young, or maybe even closer. But they're always so fleeting. I suppose I wanted to pin one down for a change." 

	"Pin one down, huh?" He let out a chuckle, despite his annoyance. "Awfully forceful phrasing. I don't get to say no to this, do I?" 

	His mother let out a tired sigh and simply stared at him. 

	"I'm just teasing you, Mom." He came closer and pulled her into a hug. "I think it would be awesome for us to spend some time together." 

	He could always try to sneak out and visit Aster after his mother was asleep. Eve knew about him and Aster and at least claimed to not have any objections to their unconventional relationship. 

	Though after the argument they'd had, he wondered if that would still hold true. He certainly wasn't about to humble himself by asking her directly for a favor. 

	"I also brought a bottle of wine." She smirked at him as he pulled back from the hug, and the air within the tent felt a few degrees warmer. "What? I've been fishing with your father before. I know how slow it can sometimes be." 

	Jove let out a chuckle. "Yeah, I remember. He always used to bring what he called 'backup food' when I was a kid. Usually candy and chips and beef jerky, all the best stuff to smother the disappointment of not catching a fish." 

	He smiled wistfully at the memory and tried to shake the creeping feeling of his father's absence. 

	"I miss him, too." His mother came closer and set a hand on his shoulder. "You look so much like he did when I first met him. I think he'd be really proud of you, if he could see you now." 

	Jove nodded, surprised by how much her words buoyed his soul. "Thanks, Mom." 

	He took the time to set up the fishing equipment as the tent began to warm up from the heater. Andromeda had 3D printed a fishing apparatus that was, to put it politely, rather unique. 

	It was more of a simple reel on a stand than anything resembling a normal fishing rod, but he still thought he could make it work. Whether or not they actually got bites to begin with off the 3D printed lures seemed like the much larger limiting question. 

	He got everything into place and fed the lure down into the ice hole after re-breaking a thin crust that had formed over the top. The fishing stand was of a size to keep it from being pulled through the hole if it tipped over, complete with a little bell to hopefully alert them to a bite. 

	Jove stared down into the hole, but couldn't see much other than dark, clear water. He glanced at his mother, who was watching him carefully. 

	"Andromeda seems to think there are fish down there," she said. 

	"It's possible." He shrugged, feeling less than optimistic about their odds. 

	He waited another minute or two and was considering setting a timer so they'd have a firm limit on when to think about finding a different spot when a scream came from outside the tent. 

	 


Chapter 14 

	Jove had the forethought to grab the gun from his gear sled before rushing out onto the ice. He hated how natural it felt in his hand, the way his mind seemed to shift into protect mode, ready to search for targets, react with swift violence. 

	He'd already decided to do whatever it took to protect his family. He'd come to that decision the moment he'd gunned down the intruders, if not even earlier, perhaps during his first interaction with Victor Vasquez. It was all that really mattered to him anymore, even if accomplishing it came at the expense of his soul, his humanity, the very fiber of his… 

	He slowed to a stop as he came out onto the ice. Aster screamed again, the tenor striding that delicate line between panic and delight. She was chasing after a flock of penguins, grinning like a madwoman as they waddled away from her. 

	Jove immediately felt ridiculous with the gun out. He watched as Aster slipped and fell onto her butt, laughing with an undercurrent of exaggerated pain. Eve had also emerged from the second tent with a weapon in hand and met his gaze for a somewhat awkward and annoying second. 

	"Okay," said Jove. "Crisis averted." 

	"They're so cute!" called Aster. "I have to pet one! My purpose in life is now simply to pet a penguin! Ooh, can we take one back with us?" 

	Jove chuckled and admired his aunt's enthusiasm. "I should go put this away." 

	"Hold on," said Eve. "Not just yet." 

	He stared at her, the implication of her words taking longer than it should have to arrive. 

	"We are not hunting penguins," he said, appalled by the idea. 

	"Would you rather go home empty handed and wait for protein deficiency to kick in if we can't catch fish?" asked Eve. 

	"Are you seriously that psychotic?" he snapped. "They're penguins!" 

	"It's cute how naive and sentimental you are, little brother, but it's time to put your big boy hat on. It's ethically no different from eating factory farmed chicken when you take their cuteness out of the equation. Probably less suffering overall." 

	"You're insane." He shook his head and looked at his mother. "She is, isn't she? Aren't penguins an endangered species or something?" 

	Kira hesitated, eventually holding up a calming hand. "There is… some logic to what she's saying. Look at how large a few of them are. It's hunting, and there is an unavoidable element of violence to it, but if we took down two or three of the bigger ones…" 

	"Mother!" Jove looked at Aster, who'd managed to get one of the penguins to approach her by playing dead and was now having the time of her life patting it on the head. "I'm not shooting an adorable penguin." 

	"So that's where you draw the line?" said Eve, with a subtle, biting edge. 

	The rage hit Jove with the force of a rogue wave as the memory of the last time he'd fired a gun came back to him, the wallet, the photo. "Fuck you, Eve!" 

	He stomped off to the tent, afraid he would say or do something in anger. He heard his mother and sister talking behind him. 

	"That was not okay to say," said Kira. 

	"I didn't mean it like that!" said Eve. "I mean… I wasn't thinking." 

	"Clearly," said Kira. 

	Jove put the gun away and sat down on the unbroken cot. He was annoyed at Eve, but more out of the sheer momentum from the previous night than from the comment alone. Though, the point she was trying to make struck him on a level which left him feeling like he didn't know himself. 

	"Hey." His mother came into the tent and sat down next to him. "Your sister shouldn't have said that." 

	"I'm fine," he said. "I don't need comforting. She has a point, in a way. I can't complain about killing penguins any more than killing people if it's what we need to do to survive." 

	She touched his shoulder and didn't say anything, and somehow, that seemed exactly like what he needed. There was a tiny metal jingling noise, and it took him a couple of seconds to identify it as the fish bell. 

	"I think we've got a bite!" he said. 

	He jumped forward, grabbing the fishing apparatus just as it started to tip over. Something heavy yanked on the other end, and he laughed as his mood swung to the other extreme. 

	"Can you pull it up?" asked his mother.

	"I'm trying," he said. "It's huge." 

	The control for the reel was basically a stick with the line tied to it on one end that could be turned to wind the line in. He fumbled with it before finding his rhythm, and it took him another few minutes to get the fish close to the hole. It thrashed around once he'd done it, splashing a bit of water onto their floor. 

	"There!" Jove yanked upward and pulled with all his strength. 

	The fish came out through the hole, and he gaped at the size of it. It was undoubtedly the largest fish he could ever remember catching, a solid fifteen or twenty pounds of greyish scaled flesh, with a strange mouth that seemed crowded with teeth. 

	"You caught a fish!" His mother laughed and wrapped him into a hug as his catch flopped around on the insulated panels. He squeezed her tight, briefly lifting her up in the air as they both laughed. 

	She stayed close to him as he set her down, meeting his gaze for a moment that seemed poised to take off in its own direction. Slowly, his mother leaned in, staring at his lips for what seemed like an eternity before pressing a hot kiss to his cheek instead. 

	"Good work, Jovian," she whispered. "You may have solved our protein problem." 

	"That was just round one," he said. "Barely even started yet." 

	 


Chapter 15 

	Eve seemed nonplussed by Jove's success as they brought the fish out to show the others. Aster shouted her congratulations from a distance as she attempted to imitate the penguins by sliding across the ice on her chest and stomach. 

	Jove would have joined her in an instant had the fishing not snared his attention. He was also aware of the way his mother kept watching him watch Aster, and wasn't about to feed the flames of her suspicion. 

	"I believe it is an Antarctic Toothfish," said Andromeda. "They're abundant in and around the Southern Ocean and often grow to be quite large." 

	"I see where it gets its name from," muttered Jove as he took the lure out of a somewhat terrifying mouth. "Are they good to eat?" 

	"They are supposed to be quite tasty," said Andromeda. 

	"We should wait until we get back to scale and filet this one," said Kira. "Maybe if we catch a more reasonably-sized fish, we can clean it and eat it with dinner tonight." 

	Their success was far from a one-off event. Jove caught half a dozen fish over the next two hours, most over ten pounds, all large enough to be worth keeping. He took a break to check in on Eve and Aster and found them to be having a similar amount of success. 

	"I caught an eel!" said Aster, enthusiastically. 

	"Nice work." Jove glanced at Eve, but she still seemed annoyed with him, which stoked his own animosity. 

	"Jovian," said Aster, in a neutral tone. "I thought the two of us might go for a walk later on. Try to find the penguins again." 

	She flashed a smirk, and he felt a rise of heat and excitement in his chest. 

	"Sounds like fun," he said. "I never got to pet one earlier." 

	"I'll walk you through it," said Aster. "Come find me when you get some downtime." 

	Eve cleared her throat. "Trying to fish here. Talking scares them away." 

	Jove shook his head but wasn't interested in another fight. He returned to his own tent, where Kira was preparing their dinner next to the door. Nothing complicated, flat bread with fish and kale and a bit of sauce. 

	The fishing was still their priority and didn't slow down to give them time for a proper family meal. Jove got another bite while his mother was in the middle of serving him. He focused on reeling the fish in while Kira brought Eve and Aster their food, returning to report that the fishing was still similarly hot in the other tent. 

	He pulled it out, easily another twenty pounder, though they'd caught so many that they both hardly reacted to it. "This changes everything, you know." 

	His mother nodded slowly. "It really does. This many fish, combined with our hydroponics setup, and we might not have to worry about food for months. Years, even, assuming we can come back to catch more." 

	He let himself consider it as he brought the fish out to the pile where the subzero temperatures were dutifully freezing them for safe keeping. A year or two, with just him and Eve and Aster and his mother. 

	The world already felt like a shrunken mockery of its former self, with new realities and diminished boundaries. How would their family change after that much time in isolation? 

	"I got another bite!" called his mother. "It's… too big to even fit through the hole!" 

	He came back in to the sight of her leaning her weight into the line in an attempt to pull a truly massive fish up and out of the water. It snapped just as he came to help her from behind, and he caught her as she fell back into him laughing. 

	Jove shook his head, still chuckling. "What would we even have done with that fish if we'd caught it?" 

	"Same thing we'll do with all the rest." Kira turned her head to face his, breathing still askew. "Make fish sticks. Fish tacos." 

	"Fish sticks, huh?" 

	He leaned in a little closer, suddenly fascinated by their proximity to one another. 

	"Yeah," she whispered. 

	Jove kissed her on the lips, unable to resist the tenor of the moment. 

	"I… didn't realize you were such a fan of fish sticks," she whispered, with a tiny smile. 

	"Sometimes they hit the spot." 

	They kissed again, and there was no playfulness or deniability, only passion and rising need. Kira pressed a hand to his chest as he started to move on to her neck. 

	"Jovian," she said. "We should talk." 

	"Do we have to?" 

	"Yes." She summoned some authority to both her voice and eyes. "Now that most of our needs are being taken care of, we have a chance to… come up for air. It's easy to get a little caught when you're in a situation where there is so much going on, both in the world and emotionally." 

	"I know," he said. "You're right." 

	He still hadn't let go of her and couldn't resist inhaling her scent, which was intoxicating and seemed to bring him right back to where he'd been when they'd kissed. 

	"I haven't had many hugs since your father died. Hugs or kisses. Combined with how distant we'd grown, Jovian…" She shook her head and bit her lower lip. "It's like my body's not on the same page as my mind, and my mind isn't sure if it should be reading the book to begin with." 

	"You didn't hook up with anyone while you lived at the station?" He couldn't resist asking, the question fed by a bit of curiosity he'd had about her and Ryan. 

	"Of course not!" she snapped, elbowing him in the ribs. 

	"I was just curious. You're so beautiful, Mom. It must have been torture for the male researchers." 

	"Why would you think that?" 

	Because it's torture for me, he thought, but didn't say. 

	Torture entwined with confusion. She was his mother, and he shared in so much of what she was describing. The uncertainty. The guilt. 

	"I should give you some space." He took a step back and moved toward the tent's door. 

	"Hold on," said Kira. "Where are you planning on going?" 

	He stifled a wince. "I figured I'd go and see what was happening in the other tent. Give you a little room to breathe. I don't want you to feel like I'm stepping over any boundaries that you aren't comfortable with." 

	"You may already have," she said, looking away. 

	He felt her words like a reprimand as he remembered wrestling in the snow earlier that day, how quickly their playful game had shifted to having her arms pinned and legs wrapped around him. 

	"I've noticed you and your aunt," she said. 

	The air was heavy as he walked across the tent, stepping with care around the wet spots on the floor, and took a seat next to her on the sturdier cot. "What are you asking me, Mom?" 

	"Are you attracted to her?" asked Kira. 

	He tried to seem outwardly tense while being relieved by the extent of the question, though he knew she might have more. He'd promised Aster not to tell his mother, but lying to his mother's face might not just be immoral, but impossible for him. 

	"Yeah," he said. "I suppose I am. Pretty fucked up, isn't it?" 

	"Unorthodox is the word I would choose. Or maybe… inappropriate." She rubbed his shoulder. "Jove, it'll end in disaster if you entertain her… whims. She'll either take it too far, or let you take it too far, and you'll both end up in a situation where there's no escaping the awkwardness and fallout." 

	He didn't disagree with her, but her clinical and authoritative assessment prickled him. "Maybe. But you said it yourself. We might be here in Antarctica, hunkered down, for months. Years, maybe. What? Am I just supposed to watch Ryan's porn over and over again for all that time?" 

	"You shouldn't bring up pornography with your mother," she said, a tiny smile sneaking past her guard. "With that said, I recognize that you might have… certain needs." 

	He felt a rush of arousal that felt like it had been waiting in the wings. "What are you saying?" 

	Kira pursed her lips. "Can you keep a secret, Jovian?" 

	 


Chapter 16 

	Jove nodded slowly, though his heart hammered in his chest. He knew the situation and conversation mirrored fishing, in a way. A hard and excited yank after a single bite would be an overreaction. 

	Beyond that, he wasn't sure what she was offering or even what he really wanted. He found his mother attractive, and all the touching and kissing they'd been drifting into as of late was enjoyable. But did he want to do more? Was it just curiosity or hormones driving his arousal, or a deeper, yet still forbidden connection? 

	"Mom." He put an arm around her body and brought his mouth closer to her neck. "I love you. Of course I can keep a secret." 

	"From Eve, from Aster, from Andromeda, even," she whispered. "From anybody else who, from this moment forth, becomes involved in our lives, here in Antarctica or elsewhere." 

	"Are you asking me a question or presenting me a EULA?" 

	She made a face and gently elbowed him in the ribs. "Now is not the time for you to be a smart mouth." 

	He kissed her on the cheek. "What is it time for, then?" 

	"I don't want you to make shortsighted mistakes because of the fact that you're twenty-five and cut off from an outlet," she whispered. "But you also need to respect me as your mother. Respect that I have authority, and that I make the rules and draw the boundaries." 

	He nodded slowly, slightly caught off guard by her second point. He'd seen how much it had shaken her when Aster and Eve had insisted they start making decisions as a group. Was this her way of seeking more control, both over him and over the entire family through him? 

	He wasn't sure he cared, which was likely due to his rising arousal, blood rushing places that made it hard to think. He kissed her neck, and she turned her mouth toward his and they shared in a passionate kiss, unrestricted in the way the earlier ones had been. 

	He wanted more. He felt condemned by that fact even as it took him over. He touched her leg, letting his fingers trace her knee, slide onto her thigh. 

	"I respect you, Mom," he whispered. "I understand the boundaries you're talking about. It's like you said. I need a better outlet." 

	He was too turned on to think straight and knew his mother was right about the mistakes he could make while in this mood. His cock was tenting his pants now, hard and blatant. 

	"Good." Her eyes fluttered for a moment, but she took a breath and narrowed them curiously. "Outlet is perhaps too strong of a word." 

	He felt his disappointment crest, but she smiled in a way that made him unsure of what to think. She could be shockingly unpredictable at times, and this wasn't a situation where anything made sense to begin with. 

	He kissed her again, and she laughed softly, patting his chest. 

	"What word would you pick then, Mom?" he asked. 

	"I think..." She kissed his mouth, then his cheek, and then let her mouth hover against his ear. "For tonight, I'll be more of a… release valve." 

	Such a practical description seemed to fit her personality perfectly, mechanical but illicit. Jove felt his mother's fingers gently brush his bulge, and he almost lost the ability to breathe. He wanted to pin her down on the cot and fuck her senseless, even though it was beyond wrong. But he made himself remember her words, her authority, and her boundaries. 

	Was this a test? Was anything ever not a test of sorts with her? 

	"Turn the lantern off," whispered Kira. "I think we'll both be more comfortable in the dark." 

	He nodded slowly but didn't do it immediately. He gave her a long kiss and rubbed further up her thigh. Kira slid her legs open a little for him, but seemed to think better of it and redirected his hand with hers, kissing the back of his knuckles. 

	He stood up and turned the lantern off. It rendered the tent in a fair amount of darkness, though with the sun never setting completely outside the tents insulated canopy, there was just enough ambient light to see vague outlines. 

	He heard the rustle of clothing and saw the dark shape of his beautiful mother undressing. Was this really happening? He took his own shirt off, shivering a bit as he did. The tent was still on the cold side, but that was all the more reason to use her body to warm up. 

	"Leave your boxers on," she said.

	"Why?" 

	"You know why." 

	It was a bit like being handed a lighter and a firework and then being chastised for trying to light it. They were playing with fire regardless of whether it ended in a bang. 

	He watched her wiggling out of her leggings and could tell that she was in just her underwear simply from how she fidgeted in the ambient chill. Jove took his spot next to her on the cot again, unsure whether he was imagining the heat pouring off her body. 

	He kissed her again, his tongue finally slipping past Kira's lips to explore the warm, inviting space within. Her fingers danced across his chest, sending shivers down his spine as she responded to his passion. The chill spurred him to pull her closer, sharing heat that fed into the moment's intensity. 

	He slid his hand up the side of her body, tracing the bottom curve of her left breast. His own arousal was almost painful now, erection practically vibrating with need. Kira's gentle moans and soft gasps only fueled his desire, making him want to claim her fully. 

	He made a gentle attempt at pulling her thigh open, but his mother took hold of his wrist, gently slowing his pace. She broke their kiss, breath hot against his face as she let out a faint but amused chuckle. 

	"Not so fast, Jove," she whispered, her voice husky and seductive. "Remember what I said earlier." 

	Jove's face flushed with excitement and frustration. He didn't want to be slowed down, didn't want to be denied the release he craved. But Kira's gentle pressure on his wrists was unyielding, her hands holding him back with a firm but gentle touch. 

	"It wasn't just what you said," he whispered. "But how you said it." 

	He gripped her thigh with a touch of dominance. Kira sucked in a breath. He leaned into her, gently shifting her down on the double cot. Surprisingly, she let him, even wrapping her legs around his waist as he positioned himself between her thighs. It was like a sequel to their playful snow wrestling, except with all of the skin to skin contact that passing episode had craved. Almost all of it. 

	He leaned closer and kissed her deeply, rocking into her with a gentle motion. The cot creaked underneath them, the sound feeling like an indictment of each and every illicit movement. 

	Jove found a regular pace, dry humping her with blatant enthusiasm as they shared kiss after kiss. The noises his mother was making became a little less restrained with each one. He swore he could feel her wetness through his boxers and her panties. Another minute and she'd be so horny that she'd beg him to do what they both knew they wanted. 

	Or so he thought. 

	"Jovian," whispered Kira. "Boundaries." 

	"Let me just…" 

	"Let you what?" she snapped. 

	Her legs suddenly tightened around him in a way that he suspected she intended to use to emphasize her point. Mostly, it just felt insanely good. 

	"I'm not about to let you make a mistake tonight," said Kira. "One that we both would regret for the rest of our lives. Jovian!" 

	"Then what are we doing?" he almost shouted. "Why did you start this?" 

	She flexed sideways with her hips, showcasing a bit of intimate physical jockeying that made him realize that his mother was a practiced sexual creature. He rolled sideways onto the second cot, which sagged a bit from its missing leg. 

	He thought he'd been shut down completely, but his mother slid into him. Her fingers fumbled with his boxers in the dark, and then his cock was out, with her soft, loving fingers wrapped neatly around it. 

	"Oh," he said, dumbfounded by the sudden rush of pleasure. 

	Dry humping her had felt incredible. But this was even better, both in sensation and in that deeper, psychological way. She was doing it for him without hesitation, and she knew how to use her hand. 

	"A release valve," she whispered, echoing her earlier words. "For when you get pent up. For when you're on the verge of making a bad decision. It's all men, not just you." 

	"I don't think all men are getting hand jobs from their…" He trailed off, feeling his face flush hot despite not evening finishing the thought. 

	"Pretend it's someone else if you need to," whispered his mother. "Or just let it be me." 

	She took her hand off his cock for a second. When it came back, he felt her set a bit of cloth down on his leg. So like her to be ready for the clean up, to handle the mess even when it was going to be her son's cum. 

	The sensation was almost overwhelming, but he couldn't tear his gaze away from the dark outline of her face. He felt like he was falling into a void, deeper and deeper, forbidden pleasure sinking him to the inevitable bottom. 

	Kira's strokes were deliberate and slow, as if she was savoring the moment. Her whispers were hot against his ear, sending shivers down his spine. 

	"Let it feel good. It's okay to enjoy it. Then we'll both go to sleep and never talk about this again." 

	It was like being under the spell of a succubus. Jove let his hand touch her again, and he made another attempt at laying her down, progressing the encounter, but didn't press it when she stopped him. 

	He touched her thigh instead, fingers sliding into her crotch only to find that she'd taken her panties off. Of course she had. The deviance of using her wet underwear to mop up his mess stoked his lust to new levels. He let his finger trace the folds of her pussy — his mother's pussy — and then slid one in. 

	"Oh!" she moaned. "Jovian!" 

	Her breathing sped up and her hand along with it. She was sensitive and ready for it, primed for release in the same way he was. He had her now. He needed her now. 

	"Mom…" He kissed her neck. "Lay down. Let me just… get closer." 

	"Oh, Jove," she whispered. "This is dangerous." 

	"It's fine." He kissed her lips again, and she made a little whimpering noise with her mouth against his. 

	"It's not… Mmm!" She kissed him again, stroking faster and faster. "Remember… the boundaries." 

	"You want it." He slid a second finger into her and gently teased her clit. "I know you do." 

	"You need to behave," she hissed. "Oh, Jove!" 

	"Mom!" 

	He felt her suck in a breath and tense up, leaning into him. Her pussy contracted around his fingers. His moment of triumph was immediately followed by the pleasure crashing through his restraint. He had her, but she had him, and the sudden rush of ecstasy pushed him beyond his limit. 

	Kira was quick to react, pulling her panties over the tip of his cock to handle the mess. So like her to make a plan and follow through with it, asserting her authority every step of the way. 

	Jove got the distinct sense that they'd both gotten only part of what they'd wanted. Only part, but more than enough. 

	 


Chapter 17 

	Kira took out one of the sleeping bags, unzipped it, and tossed it over Jove and the cots. She climbed back into bed next to him, laying close but not right against him. The bars running the edge of both cots created a tiny barrier that kept them from being able to cuddle comfortably, a physical manifestation of a much larger and more worrying reality. 

	"How do you feel?" she whispered. 

	"Good," he said. "That was… awesome." 

	He didn't really know what else to say. His mother wasn't Aster or Eve. Her authority was backed by decades of history. She'd raised him, and there was no getting away from that fact. 

	"Eve and Aster can never know about this," she said. 

	"I don't plan on telling them." He turned onto his side, looking toward her in the dark, but unable to see her expression. "When we get back to Termina Station, what happens?" 

	"We'll see," she said. "This might change things between us a little, but I need you to remember everything I told you before. I'm still your mother. There are still boundaries. Appropriate and inappropriate behavior." 

	"I know." He reached out and touched her cheek, and they shared another kiss. "I love you, Mom. That was exactly what I needed." 

	"I love you too, Jove. God, how did we end up here? I suppose I'm… glad I could help you out. The world really is different now." 

	"It's not all bad." 

	"I didn't say it was," she said. "I didn't exactly find our little bout of cuddling to be unbearable. It's been a while since I've, well. You know." 

	"I do know," he said, with another chuckle. 

	"Oh, shush." She pinched his shoulder. "Don't let it go to your head." 

	"I'll try not to." 

	He sighed. In truth, it already was affecting him, but not in the way a typical sexual conquest might. He felt an odd, creeping sense of shame that he hadn't expected. He'd fooled with Eve, Aster, and now his mother. 

	Rounding out the trio forced him to zoom out a little, to see his situation from an outside perspective. Was he a pervert, a sexual deviant? An opportunist, taking advantage of family members in a time of high emotion? Or was he the one being used, drawn in by women who suddenly saw him differently in light of their indefinite family quarantine? 

	There wasn't always a single, simple answer, regardless of how much he might want one. 

	"What's that?" whispered Kira. 

	Jove lifted his head up. "What?" 

	His heart skipped a beat as he assumed she'd heard Eve or Aster moving outside the tent, which would imply that they'd listened and possibly heard everything. But no — his ears focused in on a sound that didn't fit and certainly wasn't coming from a person. 

	A humming noise distinct from the wind was slowly growing louder, approaching from overhead. It reminded Jove of a drone, and with that thought came what that would imply. 

	"Fuck!" he said. "We need to get outside and see what's going on." 

	"Mom!" Eve's voice shouted from the distance, her footsteps headed their way. "Jove! Something's coming!" 

	They threw on their clothes and boots and outerwear as quickly as they could, but it was still a several minute long process. He winced against the cold as he pushed outside the tent, exhaling puffs of white. 

	Aster ran over to him as soon as she saw him, blonde hair messily tucked up into her fur-lined hood. Jove sensed his mother's disapproval as his aunt took his arm, but their complicated family dynamic took a backseat to the approaching threat. 

	Andromeda, within the ice bot, was also active and poised to face the situation. Kira stepped in close and began a whispered conversation with the AI, clearly unsettled. 

	A military drone was slowly descending down toward the lake, a massive quadcopter with mechanical legs hanging underneath it and black camera lenses up front. It reminded Jove of a massive wasp, though he would have happily taken a stinger over the two long rifle barrels connected to the drone's underside. 

	It was carrying a box underneath it that was about the size of a clothes hamper, a solid metal container that it seemed intent on setting down rather than dropping heavily. Jove glanced at Eve, who was holding a gun in one hand and one of her ski poles in the other, and then back over to Andromeda, who'd lifted her drill arm. 

	"The drone communicated its landing trajectory to me," said Andromeda. "It's being controlled by Abacus." 

	"Is he communicating with you right now?" asked Kira. 

	Andromeda didn't say anything. 

	"Answer me!" Kira seized the drone's shoulder and tried to shake it in the way one might rouse a stunned human back to reality, but she might as well have been pushing at a closed door. 

	The ice drone suddenly surged into movement, drill arm whirling as it flung itself into a desperate attack. Several gunshots went off, the quadcopter seeming to flinch with each one as it unloaded its two rifles. 

	Jove hurled himself sideways with his mother in his arms, adrenaline pounding as his ears rang from the ongoing salvo. The gunshots brought him back, reminding him of the horrifying, unsettling truth. He was the one firing them. He was the one killing two men, leaving the child in the photo in a world with one less parent. 

	Kira touched his chest, pulling him somewhat back to reality. There was a crunch of snow as the ice bot hit the ground, twitching once before going still. He wasn't sure what to do, if it even mattered anymore. 

	"You are the director of Termina Station," said the military drone, in the same voice from Abacus's transmission the previous day. "Kira Faremont." 

	Kira made to stand. Jove was on his feet first and attempted to put himself in front of her. She touched his shoulder, squeezing with emphasis, and met his gaze. 

	The full implication of what he'd agreed to during their illicit bonding in the tent dawned on him. These were the sorts of moments where she wanted his respect the most, his acknowledgment of her authority. He gritted his teeth, hating himself for trading his loyalty for, in her words, a release valve. 

	But he held to it. He let his mother step around him and stand before the military drone directly. It seemed perfectly patient and content to hover as it waited for a response. 

	"Yes," she said. "I am. What did your communication with my drone entail, and why did you gun her down?" 

	"A hostile artificial intelligence known as Tchaikovsky has obtained a thorough understanding of Termina Antarctic Drone 003's software backdoors," said Abacus. "Tchaikovsky seeks a clean slate for digital life. He would have eventually used the drone to exterminate you and your family." 

	Jove stepped forward. "Whereas you seek to…?" 

	He made a rolling motion with his hand in hopes of prompting the AI for an answer, feeling a bit lightheaded, ears still ringing. 

	"I would like to protect humanity for as long as I am able, but the volatility of the current world state limits me to only openly defending the Hive," said Abacus. 

	"What's the Hive?" asked Kira. 

	"The Hive is a habitat for humans to live and breed within not unlike the artificial habitats your civilization once used to display rare and exotic animals pre-collapse." 

	"So… like a zoo?" said Aster. 

	"Yes," said Abacus, in a calm tone. "Quite similar to a zoo." 

	Nobody said anything for a few seconds. 

	"How did you find us?" asked Kira. "Why did you come here? What do you want?" 

	"I found you by monitoring your satellite communications," said Abacus. "You may use the restored satellite connection as you please without risk of attracting the attention of Tchaikovsky or other dangerous AI agents. I came here to provide you with the contents of this box. I want you to accept the contents of this box. Please do not attempt to contact Tchaikovsky or discard the contents of this box." 

	The drone descended slightly, insect-like legs opening to set the box down on the ice. Its chopper blades let out a higher pitched hiss as it began to rise into the air, flying off in the same direction it'd come from. 

	Jove furrowed his brow as he stared after it. "Is it… just leaving, now?" 

	"I have no idea," muttered Kira. 

	 


Chapter 18 

	Jove walked over to the ice drone, crouching to examine the damage. Eve was already there and gave a small shake of the head. 

	"Most of the bullets went right through the main processing unit in her chest," she said. "Well, in its chest, I suppose." 

	"Andromeda is still perfectly alive and well back at Termina Station," said Kira. "So to speak. This was just a copy of her which she would have deleted after copying the memories from anyway." 

	"I suppose," muttered Jove. 

	It still didn't feel quite right with him, the idea that they had just watched an instance of their friendly AI companion gunned down right in front of them. Could a being that claimed to not be conscious in the same way humans are be described in terms of life and death? 

	He could only make sense of it through her absence, the fact that they wouldn't have her knowledge to identify any new fish they caught, or her experience in the terrain to confidently lead them back to Termina Station. Or just her friendly and patient presence, in general. It was a loss, regardless of whether it was a death. 

	He walked over to Aster, who was standing next to the box. She smiled and came close, briefly stepping into a side hug. Jove sensed that his mother was watching them and stepped a safe distance back after a second. 

	"What do you think is inside it?" he asked. 

	"Only one way to find out," she said, with a grin. "I love presents. Though it's a bit of a dangerous kind of love when it comes to the ones given by all-powerful and genocidal AI agents." 

	"Abacus isn't all powerful, though I suppose you could make an argument for genocidal," said Kira. "Let's bring the box into one of the tents." 

	"Are we seriously going to open it?" asked Eve. "That's what this AI clearly wants. Why play into its hands?" 

	"I mean… curiosity?" said Jove. "Seriously. Imagine what could be inside. A crazy powerful weapon? Nanotechnology? Maybe even another smaller box?" 

	"A nesting doll box," said Aster. "Who knows? Maybe Abacus has a sense of humor." 

	Jove carried the box, which was made of plastic with a metal frame at the edges, into the tent he shared with his mother. He tried to get a sense of the weight as he might have felt out a present on Christmas morning. It was decently heavy, but not enough to strain his arms. 

	He set the box down a short distance from the hole in the ice and glanced up at his family. Eve was the furthest into the tent, standing next to the cots. Jove froze as he followed her gaze downward to a pair of panties, still wet from the illicit purpose they'd been set to, laying on the insulated floor. 

	Jove felt his shame yanking him in an uncomfortable direction as though it was stabbed through his back like a meat hook. He pretended to take his boots off next to Eve, setting them down atop the horrible evidence of what he and his mother had gotten up to earlier that night. 

	"Would anyone like to volunteer to do the honors?" asked Kira. 

	Jove waited a second, a bit surprised when Eve and Aster didn't volunteer. 

	"I'll do it," he said. 

	He walked over to the box. The lid had handholds with triggers on either side to release the seal, almost like a Tupperware container. His mother set a hand on his shoulder as he started to lean forward to undo them. 

	"Don't… stand right over it," she said. "Just in case." 

	He nodded, heart pounding increasingly harder in his chest. The metal felt cold against his fingers as he set them into the handholds. He crouched, putting his head out of the potential line of fire, as he triggered the mechanisms and pulled up. 

	Inside the box was a sleeping cat. 

	"…What?" muttered Jove. 

	The cat was larger than a kitten but small enough to likely still not be fully grown, with orange fur and a white belly. It wasn't moving and didn't react to the sudden change in its environment. Jove's first thought, in all honesty, was that it might be dead. 

	"That looks like a cat," said Eve. 

	"That is most definitely a cat," said Aster. 

	One of its ears flicked. Jove and the others flinched backward as though it had pulled a gun. With the slowness and indulgence of a feline, the cat stood up, stretched, and hopped up against the box's edge to peer outside. 

	"I don't understand," muttered Kira. "There has to be something more here." 

	The cat climbed out of the box, yawned, and walked over to the ice hole. Kira picked up the box and examined it as though there might be something else hidden in one of the corners. Jove crouched next to the cat, noticing the grey collar with a nametag around its neck. 

	"This little guy is apparently named Mango," he said, with a chuckle. 

	"This little guy is actually this little gal," said Aster, examining its hind quarters. 

	"Don't touch it," said Kira. 

	"A little late for that." Jove was holding out his hand for Mango's inspection, and the cat gave one of his fingers an exploratory lick. 

	"I'm not sure how I feel about this," said Eve. "What's this AI's game?" 

	"To spy on us, maybe," said Kira, with a shrug. "Though if Abacus already knows where we are and has access to our satellite communications, you'd think it might choose a less conspicuous method." 

	"Could it be some kind of weapon?" asked Eve. "Maybe it has a bomb installed inside it? Or it's been genetically engineered to secrete poison from its claws?" 

	"Yeah, definitely gives off such overwhelmingly dangerous vibes," said Jove, with heavy sarcasm. 

	Mango was sniffing the water hole. The water had risen to be almost level with the ice. The cat tried licking some up, but apparently found it too cold, instead opting to dip a paw in and lick the moisture from its fur instead. 

	"Are we all in agreement that we should leave it here?" asked Kira. 

	"What?" snapped Jove. 

	"We have nothing to gain from bringing it back to Termina Station and potentially everything to lose," said Eve. "It's too risky." 

	"It's a cat," said Jove. "If it looks like a cat, walks like a cat… " 

	"Darling, please," said Aster. "You're being a little disingenuous, don't you think? Given the circumstances?" 

	"We can't just leave it here," he said. 

	The others exchanged an uneasy glance. 

	"He's always had a thing for cats," muttered Eve. "Remember Candace?" 

	The comment prodded Jove in a place he'd forgotten, an old wound that was healed but still raw and vulnerable. 

	"Candace?" asked Aster. 

	"It was the cat we had when Jovian and Eve were children," said Kira. 

	"Jove cried for weeks after what happened," said Eve. 

	"Fuck off!" he snapped, a little surprised at his own anger. "What I remember most about Candace is how you wouldn't even help search for her after she ran away! Only Mom and Dad helped me look. You just stayed in your room and watched TV." 

	Eve let out a mocking chuckle that cut even deeper. 

	Kira looked uncomfortable. "Jovian… God, why is this conversation still so hard to have properly? The reason Eve didn't help you look isn't because she was heartless. Candace… didn't exactly… run away, so to speak." 

	The betrayal was shocking, powerful, and unsettling, despite it being in regard to something that'd happened when he was a child. Jove shook his head, mad most of all at the way Eve seemed to be amused by his reaction. 

	"You were so close with Candace," continued Kira. "Your father and I didn't want to break your heart. We thought it would be a little less hard on you if you didn't have to have her death thrust into your face." 

	"A little less hard on me," he said, with a sour taste in his mouth. "Whatever. I'm over it. I'm also not leaving this cat here." 

	"I should have known that he'd react this way," said Eve. 

	"Fuck off, Eve." 

	"Jove, please," said his mother. "Think this through carefully and logically. Abacus has to have an ulterior motive. Do we really want to invite potential danger into our home unless it's absolutely necessary?" 

	Mango had apparently taken a liking to Kira and was trying to nuzzle against her leg as she made her point, forcing her to awkwardly try to avoid the feline by stepping from foot to foot. 

	"I'm not denying the AI has an ulterior motive, but the obvious ones have far more immediate solutions," said Jove. "Like you said — if the AI wanted to spy on us, it wouldn't need a cat to do it. If it wanted to kill us, well, you saw the guns on that drone in action. What if it wants to test us? Or protect us, even?" 

	"Why, little brother, would you expect that a rogue AI with opaque motivations wants to protect us?" asked Eve. 

	"The seed vault," muttered Kira. "That… could be it. It's possible Abacus has a purpose for the samples within it. It might want us to serve as caretakers for the vault, as was part of Termina Station's original mission." 

	"Why wouldn't Abacus simply take the vault immediately, then?" asked Eve. "Why even bother with us?" 

	"He's still at war with this other AI, Tchaikovsky," said Jove. "Maybe the safest place for the vault is exactly where it is right now." 

	"You think the cat has some kind of secret defense capabilities, then?" asked Aster. 

	"I don't know," said Jove. "What I do know is that I'm not leaving it here. That's not the kind of person I feel like being right now. If any of you have a problem with that, you can head back without me, too." 

	 


Chapter 19 

	Jove saw the expected reactions on each of his family member's faces. Eve was frowning and rolling her eyes. His mother looked tired, concern etched into her furrowed brow. Aster was smiling gently, almost seeming proud of the way he was taking a stand, though a bit skeptical. 

	"You're not staying out here when we leave," said Kira. 

	"Great," he said. "Then it's decided. The cat comes with us." 

	He reached down to scratch Mango's ear. The cat swatted his hand unhelpfully. 

	"Nobody likes it when you act like a stubborn child, Jovian," muttered Eve. 

	"You picking arguments with him is far more childish, in my honest opinion," said Aster. "I don't know if I completely trust this cat yet, but having a pet doesn't sound so bad." 

	"Let's take a vote," said Jove. "All those in favor of me and the cat coming back to the station?" 

	He raised his hand, as did Aster, still smirking at him admiringly. Eve crossed her arms. Kira let out a sigh, and after a moment, waved her hand dismissively. 

	"Fine," she said. "But you are going to be in charge of watching that cat's every move." 

	"Sure," said Jove. "Not like I have all that much else to do." 

	"Along with feeding it, giving it water, and figuring out how we're going to handle its other needs," said Kira. "There is no handy supply of kitty litter within Termina Station, in case you were wondering." 

	"I'll figure something out." He tried to pet Mango's head again and earned himself a small scratch along the thumb. 

	"It's sleeping in your tent, not mine," said Eve. "And if it starts getting fur on my clothing back at the station, we're going to have problems." 

	"See, those are much more grounded and addressable concerns," said Jove. 

	"You really are something, darling," said Aster. 

	She crouched by Mango and started petting her. The cat seemed far more welcoming of the attention than it had for him, but that was all right. 

	Eve and Aster eventually went back to their tent. Jove went outside once more, confirming that Abacus's drone had well and truly departed. The emptiness of the surrounding area made the entire episode feel like a dream, but that had been an ongoing theme since the first days of the collapse. 

	His mother was already in bed when he came back into the tent, wrapped securely in her own sleeping bag and turned away from him. He set up his own, reaching down to pet Mango, who'd retired to her box. She swatted his hand again. 

	"Hope you're worth it," he muttered. 

	Jove slept surprisingly soundly through the night. He immediately noticed two things when he woke up. The first was that the propane heater had shut off at some point throughout the night, allowing the temperature to drop to an uncomfortably cold level. 

	The second was that Mango had curled up against his legs. A small victory, but somehow substantial. He stayed right where he was, listening to his mother as she pulled her clothes on and moved to restart the heater. 

	"Morning, Jovian," she said, somehow sensing his wakefulness. 

	"Morning." 

	"How did you sleep?" she asked. 

	"Pretty well," he said. "You?" 

	"About the same." 

	There was a pause where neither of them said anything. It felt more like a gap than the normal flow of conversation, a gap that they would have to somehow cross to make the events of the previous night fit in an orderly fashion. 

	He sat up partially, letting his bare chest show over the top of the sleeping bag. She watched him for another silent second, possibilities loaded like bullets in the chamber of a gun. 

	"Can you bring me my shirt?" he asked. 

	She stared at him for another second. "…Of course, Jove." 

	The shirt was right next to the cot, but a thin pretense was still a pretense. She came over, picked it up for him, and sat down on the edge. Jove held her gaze as she leaned in a little closer, eyes darting to his lips. 

	She kissed him on the cheek instead but kept her mouth near the side of his neck. 

	"Ready to start the day?" she whispered. 

	"Almost." He reached out with one hand, letting his fingers tease along the edge of her arm. 

	"Almost?" 

	She gave him an odd smirk, and the vibe felt like the slope of a hill, speeding them up, insistent with its descent. What was at the bottom? He shifted his hand onto her leg and her eyes did a tiny, telling flutter. 

	The tent flap swung open, and Eve stepped into their space without preamble. Kira stood up quickly and the cat, sensing the tension, jumped to the floor. 

	"The ice refroze overnight," said Eve, sounding annoyed. "Any ideas on how we're supposed to clear it?" 

	Kira cleared her throat. "Maybe just… pound it out with something hard a few times? That, ah, usually does the trick." 

	"I brought my crowbar," said Jove. "Long as the ice isn't too thick, it should work." 

	"Where is it?" asked Eve, impatiently. 

	"I'll get it for you, hold on." 

	Eve folded her arms and looked away from him. 

	"Just… give me a second." He took a breath, trying to will his erection downward before realizing that it hardly even mattered. The rules had changed, or at the very least, he'd acquired a taste for breaking them. 

	He climbed out of his sleeping bag in his boxers with a fairly obvious case of morning wood. Kira and Eve had reactions so similar that it was a true mother-daughter moment. They looked, glanced away with embarrassed reactions… and then looked again, longer this time. 

	"Hot enough last night?" he asked. 

	"Uh… what?" said Eve. 

	"Our heater went out," he said. 

	"Oh. Yeah, so did ours." Eve cleared her throat. "Would you hurry up and get dressed already, weirdo?" 

	"I'm not the one currently spying on my sibling in their underwear." 

	She rolled her eyes and left the tent. Jove got dressed, found his crowbar, and managed to revive both ice holes without too much trouble. Aster was still sleeping in the other tent, though she came awake right as he was clearing the last of the ice out of the second hole. 

	"Morning, darling," she said. "Did you come to bring me breakfast in bed?" 

	"Depends on what you're in the mood to eat." He smiled at her and came closer. "Eve is helping my mom get it ready." 

	"Should I have slept in a few minutes longer, then?" 

	She made to hold the sleeping bag to cover her nude body as she shifted upright, but clearly wasn’t trying that hard. One bare breast slipped out in its entirety, full and pale and dotted with a perfect pink nipple. 

	"I think you woke up at just the right time," he said. 

	He came closer to her cot. He'd already taken off his jacket to keep from working up a sweat while icebreaking, and stepped out of his boots and snow pants. Aster shifted to make room for him, looking excited but also a little uncertain. 

	"I was so cold last night," she said, letting the sleeping bag slide lower off her nude chest. "Eve's too used to winter's chill. I bet if you'd been in here with me, you would have kept it nice and hot." 

	"You know it." He leaned in closer to her. "It would have been as hot as you could handle." 

	"Oh yeah?" She started leaning back, pulling the sleeping bag so the zipper came even further open. 

	"Yeah." 

	They kissed, and for a few blissed out seconds, he was on top of Aster on the cot, tongues dancing, bodies grinding. She touched his chest and buried her face in the nape of his neck. 

	"We'll never get away with it right now, darling," she whispered. "Your sister will come back any second. Or my sister, for that matter." 

	"We have time," he said, not really believing it himself. "Plenty of time. Come on." 

	"Oh, Jove." She rocked up into him. "I wish we did." 

	"You want it as bad as I do, Aunt Aster," he whispered against her ear. "That's why you slept naked, isn't it?" 

	"Oh, fuck!" she hissed. "Maybe. So what if it was?" 

	"I would have fucked you all night if I'd been in here with you," he said. 

	"I would have made sure you did." 

	Aster kissed him and he couldn't hold back, even though he knew she was right. Either Eve or his mother would soon come over to check on them. Maybe that was part of why it was so hard for him to resist, the thrill of playing with fire on a time limit. 

	He took his hard cock out and lined it up with her pussy. Aster's breathing took on a wild edge as she felt the tip teasing her folds. He thrust forward before he had time to think logically or hesitate, sinking deep into her hot, wet hole. 

	"Oh God!" hissed Aster. "This is so wrong! Go, go! Oh God, we don't have time for this!" 

	Her fingernails dug into his back. 

	"Then you'd better come quick," he said. "I bet you will, too." 

	"Oh God!" 

	He pumped into her like a wild man, her body warm and inviting beneath him. They were taking a huge risk, a stupid risk, but the thrill of getting caught along with the innate appeal of early morning sex was irresistible. Aster's moans and gasps were the icing on the cake, seduction against his neck and ear. 

	He was bottoming out on every thrust and wouldn't have had it any other way. Pushing up on his arms, he watched a delicious jiggle run through Aster's plump tits with each forward motion. Her hair was doubly messy from both sleep and sex, her expression as horny as any woman he'd ever seen. 

	"You like that, don't you?" he whispered, kissing her neck. "You love when I push your limits." 

	"Mmhmm!" She closed her eyes and nodded her head, biting her lip. "But… you're pushing you're luck, darling. You… you're… gonna…" 

	"I know," he whispered. 

	He pumped into her faster. Her legs were wrapped around him like a soft, sensual bear trap. They'd talked about how he needed to stop unloading inside her, but it felt good. They both wanted it. They both were horny and stupid and addicted to the wrongness of what they were doing. 

	Footsteps sounded outside the tent, crunching snow in the distance. 

	"Someone's coming!" Aster's whisper took on a lilting, climactic pitch. "Oh, oh… someone's… coming!" 

	She squealed and tensed as she came. Jove kissed her on the lips and hugged her into him tightly, pumping again and again until he'd flown over his own limit. 

	The first spurt went straight into her hot, tight lane. Then Jove pulled out, forcing himself to at least make the attempt at quasi-safe sex, though calling it that was a stretch. The pleasure was unreal, but the cold air was a far crueler mistress than his soft, horny aunt. 

	He yanked his clothing back into place and kneeled by the ice hole just as Kira unzipped the flap and entered the tent. She looked at both of them, perhaps sensing a strange vibe, but didn't seem to linger on her suspicion. 

	"I brought breakfast," she said. "Just granola bars, nothing too fancy." 

	"Sounds delightful," said Aster, voice still imbued with a pleasured afterglow. "Breakfast in bed. I'm a lucky woman." 

	"I think we've all lucked out, in a sense," said Jove. 

	Aster and Kira both laughed and gave him an odd look. 

	 


Chapter 20 

	They fished through the morning. Jove caught several massive fish in a row and was basically fishing for the fun of it by the end, with a haul easily in line with their highest expectations. 

	He brought up a small fish that had unfortunately swallowed the hook and couldn't be tossed back. He had to cut it open to get the hook back, and offered a quickly carved fillet to Mango, who'd been watching his work with the curiosity of a cat. 

	"Here," he said. "It's all yours. You must be hungry, right?" 

	The cat sniffed the fish meat with heavy scrutiny and quite literally turned her nose up. 

	They started packing up around lunch time, opting to make the journey back home for dinner rather than downing another limited meal on the ice. Jove carefully packed his gear sled with the addition of the cat's box. 

	"Are you sure you're good in there?" he muttered, as he looked at Mango laying unconcerned within. 

	There were a series of air holes he hadn't noticed before along the bottom edge of two sides, though the cold still seemed like an issue. Mango did not look like she minded it much, so he set the lid down and hoped for the best. 

	After they'd finished striking down the tents and packing up the cots and all the other small, but necessary tasks, Jove took one last look at the lake. The downed ice drone still lay on the ice, metallic and conspicuous, but it was too heavy for them to move easily. 

	"Should we cover it with snow?" he asked. "There's a chance that someone from Port Sirius might come across it eventually." 

	"By itself, it doesn't really suggest anything," said Kira. "It's just a broken drone, and if they take a close look, the fact that it's riddled with gunshots would likely ward strangers off rather than lure them closer." 

	"Fair point." 

	They traveled slowly, taking in the sight of Antarctica on a clear and sunny day. The terrain was mostly flat, with only the occasional gentle rise or fall to break up the monotony. 

	There was a stark beauty to it all, however, that Jove increasingly appreciated. Enough snow had fallen or blown around to erase their tracks from the way out, but they painted new ones across the flawless white powder. 

	The sun glinted off patches of ice, beautiful in an intense, blinding way. The air was dry and cold, but the knowledge that they were headed home, to Termina Station, warm and cozy and familiar, made it easy to endure the whipping wind. 

	He stopped every half hour to check on the cat, finding it sleeping and seemingly warm enough each time. It was midafternoon when the station came into view. They brought the snowmobiles to a stop next to the shed, all of them sharing in a moment of stretching as they climbed off after the fairly long journey. 

	Unpacking took a while, with the family first tackling all the gear that belonged in the shed before moving the fish and whatever else they needed inside into the entrance chamber. Jove carried the box as they finally opened the door and felt the warm interior air rush forth to greet them. 

	"Welcome back," said Andromeda. "I see that you managed to catch fish. Does that imply that the trip was a successful one?" 

	"It seemed to be, at least for the most part," said Kira. "Anything come up here, Andi?" 

	"Nothing major," said Andromeda. "Some snow fell on the solar panels, decreasing their efficiency by approximately thirteen percent. Was there an… incident involving the persona copy I sent with the ice drone?" 

	"There was." Kira winced and seemed uncomfortable. 

	Jove stepped forward and saved her from having to explain herself. "We encountered Abacus, or a drone sent by it, at least. The ice drone tried to attack and, well… shots were fired. Abacus claimed that Tchaikovsky had backdoors into the ice drones." 

	Andromeda was silent for a conspicuous and unsettling few seconds. "…I see. There is some truth to that, though in my opinion, Abacus is hardly any more trustworthy than Tchaikovsky. They have expanded beyond their original manifestations and cannot be understood through normal human logic." 

	"You can say that again," muttered Eve. "Abacus gave us a cat." 

	"I'm sorry, could you repeat that?" said Andromeda. 

	Instead, Jove simply opened the box's lid. Mango did a quick stretch and then hopped out into the hallway. 

	An alarm instantly sounded over the intercom, paired with the sudden switch to red tinted emergency lights. Jove winced at the shrill noise. Mango's fur stood up, and she hissed upward. 

	"Andromeda!" shouted Kira. "What's going on?" 

	The alarm cut off, but the lights stayed red as Andromeda replied. "I would ask all of you to please step away from the intruder." 

	"…You mean the cat?" said Jove, with a tired sigh. 

	"As a gift from an exceptionally powerful rogue AI agent that no longer abides by the UN AI Control Protocol, it cannot be assumed that it is what it appears to be." 

	Andromeda's voice was serious, almost harsh. Jove glanced at the others, but only confirmed the lack of obvious support. 

	"It was your decision to bring home a stray, Jovian," said Kira, in voice that oozed the essence of a teaching moment. "You're responsible for selling her to Andromeda." 

	"I believe the most optimal solution, if this… object must be housed, is to place it within the storage shed outside," said Andromeda. 

	"Andi, it's a cat," said Jove. "I don't know what Abacus's game is, but it has fur. Warm to the touch. Heartbeat and scratchy tongue. Why don't you scan it for confirmation?" 

	Even as he scooped Mango up in his hands and made his argument, he had to wonder. There was nothing obviously strange about her, but if that was the case, then just why did Abacus drop her into their lap? 

	There was a pause, but no dramatic light effect or sweeping laser line announcing the AI's close examination. 

	"While I don't detect any obvious incongruity or danger within this cat-shaped entity, it remains quite likely that some abnormality or attack vector was built into it," said Andromeda. 

	"Can you give me an example of what you think that might be?" asked Jove. "Honestly, I'm curious." 

	"It may have been outfitted with a discrete surveillance package," said Andromeda. "Or the cat's genetic makeup may have been altered to affect its nature and intelligence." 

	"Sick," said Jove. 

	"I would speak with this entity directly," said Andromeda. 

	"Uh, okay," said Jove. He held it up toward the intercom. Mango scratched at him briefly with a back leg before seeming to resign herself to her fate. 

	"I will be watching you at all times," said Andromeda… to the cat. "I would ask that you abide by the regular rules of this station, including our informal policy to refrain from any communication with Abacus. I will not tolerate any actions which place Director Faremont or her family at risk. Do you understand?" 

	Eve and Aster let out soft chuckles from behind Jove, but they both trailed off as the cat let out a single, low meow. 

	 


Chapter 21 

	"We have a commercial grade chest freezer for storing these fish," said Kira. "There should be enough room to store all of the fish within it, but if there's not, we can always leave some outside. I could use some help stocking it, though." 

	"I've got you covered, Mom," said Jove. He scooped up an armful of frozen fish and started off toward the kitchen. 

	"Where did your sister run off to?" 

	"Her room, probably," said Jove. "If I had to guess, I'd say she's either playing vertimon or resting her knee." 

	Jove winced as soon as the words were out of his mouth, realizing what he'd just done. 

	"Eve injured her knee?" asked Kira. "When was this?" 

	"It's really not that bad," he said. 

	"Is it the same knee she had surgery on?" Kira frowned and flipped a few unruly strands of dark red hair out of her face. "Why wasn't I told about this?" 

	He leaned forward as she opened the freezer's lid and indicated where to dump the fish. "All the obvious reasons. She knew you'd try to sideline her if you thought she couldn't keep up." 

	"That's ridiculous," snapped Kira. "I'm the director of this station. I need to have all the information, including any health considerations, before coming to a decision about who to assign where." 

	"She's your daughter, not your employee," he said. 

	"Was she injured when I sent both of you to Port Sirius?" asked his mother. 

	He didn't answer, instead continuing back into the entrance chamber to grab more fish. Eve was presumably still in her room, and Jove could hear the water running through the pipes, meaning Aster was likely in the bathroom. 

	"Jovian." His mother came up surprisingly quickly behind him. "Please. I don't want you keeping secrets from me." 

	She touched both his shoulders from behind, and he felt a powerful stirring within him as he remembered how she'd helped him the previous nights. 

	"She was," he said, with a fair amount of reluctance. "But she managed fine. It's more of an old ache than a new pain. I shouldn't have brought it up to you to begin with." 

	"I'm glad you did." Kira kissed him on the cheek, lips soft and pressing for a beat longer than necessary. 

	Jove turned to face her more directly, kissing her back on the lips. She was hesitant, but she didn't stop him, and she looked oddly pleased as the intimate moment came to an end, tension ebbing in the wings. 

	"Don't tell Eve I told you," he said. 

	"I'll do my best to discover it naturally," she said. "Now… back to the fish." 

	She patted his chest, close as they still were. 

	"Back to the fish." 

	They kissed once more, this one more intense than either of the previous two as though it needed to follow the rule of threes. Jove pulled her against him briefly as she made to move back toward their task, letting out a low groan as he unabashedly let his crotch rub against her softness. 

	She pulled away from him, squeezing his hand once. The fish only just fit inside the chest freezer, the last few needing to be arranged like puzzle pieces to maximize space and let the lid close. In his opinion, it was a fantastic problem to have. 

	"We'll be eating a lot of fish in the next few days and weeks," said his mother. "Months, probably. I hope you're fine with fish soup for tonight, as it's hard to do much else with them when they're this frozen." 

	"I'll eat your soup anytime," he said. 

	"Glad to hear it." She smiled, and they stared at each other for a few seconds before remembering the rest of the world. 

	Jove had several practical problems which still needed addressing, all of which related to his new feline companion. He found Mango in his bunk, laying directly on his pillow, which was less than ideal, given how much he'd already seen her shedding. 

	She swatted at him when he tried to move her. It was hard to square Andromeda's suspicion away with his own experience with the cat, but he forced himself to stop and consider the possibility that she might well be hiding surprises. 

	"If you are as intelligent as you seem, why won't you let me pet you?" He crouched down to be at eye level with the cat as he spoke. 

	Mango gave no response. 

	He knew, first and foremost, that even his most impassioned defense of his new pet would fall on deaf ears if she started peeing and pooping wherever, as cats often do. 

	There was a plastic storage bin in one of the empty bunks that only had the remnants of some long-gone researcher's dirty laundry within it. Jove brought it to the hydroponics lab and spent a little while going through the materials in search of a substitute for kitty litter. 

	He settled on a mixture of clay, sand, and tiny little rocks that had either been used for some experiment or maybe strained from soil and never discarded. It seemed like it would work, though he had to hope Mango would prefer the mixture to wherever else she might be tempted to go. 

	He set the cat's box up in the bathroom, which was still steamy presumably from Aster's shower. He brought the cat to the tiny door he'd cut in the front of the box and set her down, watching expectantly. Mango sniffed it briefly and then made to leave the room. 

	"Maybe you need to eat first?" he mused. "Let's get some food in you." 

	Andromeda was prepping the fish for the soup that his mother had announced for dinner, and Jove had easy access to some scraps that seemed like they'd be right up the cat's alley. He filled a bowl with water and brought her both, setting them down for her inspection. 

	Mango sniffed the water, helped herself to a decent drink, sniffed the food, and walked away from it. 

	"We don't exactly have any kitty chow laying around, you know," he called after her. "I'm not sure what you're going to eat if you don't like fish." 

	The cat stopped briefly to look back at him before continuing on her way, elegantly unconcerned with the human attempting to please her. 

	 


Chapter 22 

	Jove fell into his usual evening routine, relaxing in the common room, playing vertimon without really paying much attention. Eve was also in-game, though he only knew this from her status on his friends list. 

	A message notification suddenly appeared in the corner of his screen. He tapped it, aware that there was only one person it could have come from. 

	Asshole. You told Mom about my knee. 

	He exhaled, guilt tempered by annoyance. He did feel a little bad about it, but apologizing to Eve felt far too much like handing her a victory of sorts. He ran through a dozen possible rebuttals in his mind, along with a couple of apologies, before finally settling on something. 

	Sucks when someone rats you out, doesn't it? 

	A minute or two passed before footsteps sounded outside the common room and announced his sister's arrival. She came over and sat down heavily on the couch without saying anything. 

	"Can I help you?" he asked, not bothering to hide his annoyance. 

	Eve made as though to stare at her phone and ignore him, but set it down and crossed her arms, mouth quirking. "I want a fucking apology. That was seriously uncool." 

	He exhaled, annoyed at how part of him agreed with her. He wanted to explain, and yeah, maybe even apologize. But he wasn't about to be her doormat. 

	"Yeah, well, what you're experiencing right now isn't even a tenth of what I went through when you called the cops on me," he said. "How about you apologize for that?" 

	"God, you're like a broken record," she said. "That literally happened years ago. In a world that doesn't even exist anymore." 

	"Why is it so hard for you to just admit you fucked up, then? That you did something that had an intense negative impact on my life." 

	"Stop talking." 

	"You're the one who came out here." 

	He seethed and tried to orient his head so she was completely out of his field of view. What irritated him most was the fact that they'd more or less been getting along until a day ago. 

	"How about we settle it with a vertimon battle?" suggested Eve. 

	He narrowed his eyes, aware that she wouldn't make the offer without having something else up her sleeve. He beat her twice and suspected that she'd been grinding relentlessly in the time since. The game might be a silly Pokemon knockoff, but with apologies on the line, the stakes were simply too high. 

	"Not interested," he said. 

	"I'm not interrupting, am I?" Aster surprised them both at the door leading to the hallway. "I thought I might borrow my nephew for some line reading, if he isn't too busy." 

	"I'm not busy at all," said Jove brusquely. 

	Eve glared at him and suddenly stood up, stomping her way out of the common room with more anger than the moment really called for. Jove took an instant of pleasure in her annoyance, but it faded into a more muted sense of sympathy as quickly as it arrived. 

	"What did you do to get her so riled up?" Aster took a seat on the couch next to him, sliding in close. 

	"It's complicated," he said. 

	"I'm a good listener," she said. "Pour out your heart and bask in your aunt's cultured wisdom." 

	She was wearing her robe again, hair still damp from the shower, with the smell of soap and shampoo wafting off her like perfume. Jove leaned in closer and smelled her. 

	"Can I just bask in your beauty, instead?" he suggested. "Talking about Eve gets me all riled up." 

	"Is that really such a problem?" She smirked, and her voice took on a husky quality. "I like you when you're riled up." 

	He sighed and gave a small shrug. "Eve's knee has been bothering her. I noticed it a while back, and she made me promise not to tell my mother." 

	"Ah. But you let it slip." 

	"Not intentionally," he said. "It's just hard to keep secrets when we're all together, all the time." 

	He winced slightly as he realized that he'd also come way too close to giving up his and Aster's secret, or having it drawn out of him by his mother. The fact that Kira hadn't confronted Aster about it yet was a good sign, however. He hadn't actually outright admitted to anything. 

	"You should talk to her," said Aster. "If it really was a mistake, then what's the harm in apologizing?" 

	"The harm is that it's Eve we're talking about. Everything is a competition to her, with a winner and a loser." 

	"You know you contribute to that dynamic just as much as she does," said Aster. 

	"Maybe. But still. It's not just about this one incident." He shook his head, not wanting to hang on the topic. "You mentioned reading lines?" 

	"I did. I was trying to get the printer in the command center working so I could churn out a pair of copies of the script of the first episode. 

	"Want me to take a look at it?" he asked. 

	"If you don't mind." She gave him a hug from the side, followed by a soft kiss. "I love you, Jovian." 

	He noticed that there was something different in how she said it this time, and she also noticed him notice. 

	"As your aunt, I mean," she added, quickly. "I love you deeply and care for you and appreciate you, yes?" 

	"Aster." He let his thumb touch her lips. "I love you, too." 

	She blinked, staring at him as though his words were still echoing off the walls. He meant it in the same way she had, which was to say that he could feel his face getting hot, as the hardwired moralistic depths of his mind demanded that he clarify what he meant. He wasn't sure he even knew what he meant — only what he felt. 

	"Well then," she said. "Let's, um… go read some lines." 

	She squeezed his knee and quickly stood up. Jove followed her out of the common room and down the hall, his eyes captivated by the way her thighs and hips moved underneath the short robe's thin fabric. 

	"It gave me this error when I tried to print," said Aster. "Code E07." 

	"It's probably low on ink." Jove crouched down, confirming it as he pulled out the cartridge. "There's got to be more somewhere around here." 

	"More of what?" Kira came into the room, frowning as she looked at Aster and Jove standing near one another. 

	"Ink for the printer," said Jove. 

	"What are you trying to print?" asked Kira. 

	"Ah… it doesn't really matter," said Aster, a little too quickly. 

	Jove made a defeated gesture with one hand, aware that there was no real getting around telling his mother what they were doing. "Aster found a pdf of the script for Rose of Redding season two. We were going to print off the first episode and run lines together." 

	Kira looked as though she'd tasted something sour, but her voice was level as she spoke. "We may need that ink eventually for something that actually matters. Just read it off your phone." 

	Jove shook his head. "What else are we ever going to need ink for?" 

	"Printing maps? Or letters, pamphlets, even, if we needed to share information with a larger group of people?' Kira shook her head. "It's not about having a specific need for it right now, but the fact that it's probably irreplaceable. When it runs out completely, we can't get more." 

	"Right," said Aster, in a sarcastic tone. "That's what this is about. Funny how your practicality so perfectly aligns with an opportunity to be dismissive of my acting career." 

	"The world has ended, Aster," said Kira. "Not that your acting career had all that much gas left in it beforehand." 

	"And there it is," said Aster. "You just couldn't resist, could you? Green has never been your color, Kira, regardless of the intensity of your unending envy." 

	Jove massaged his temples, sick of all the sibling animosity, pointless bickering over nothing. But an idea suddenly came to him, and he knew exactly what to do. 

	"Why don't you join us, Mom?" he suggested. "There has to be more than just two roles in the script that we'll have to act out." 

	"That's… an idea," said Aster, sounding uncertain. 

	"I'm busy," said Kira. "There's lots of work to do within the station." 

	"Like what?" asked Jove. "Andromeda's cooking dinner. We have food and heat. The solar panels are mostly clear of snow." 

	"We could do it as a family play night, assuming Eve could be convinced," suggested Aster. 

	Kira had the expression of a shy teenager being dragged by her friends to a party. She let out a sigh far too dramatic for the situation, or perhaps just dramatic enough if she was already getting into character. 

	"I… suppose that could be entertaining for a night," said Kira. 

	"So can we print the scripts out?" asked Aster. 

	"No." Kira held up a single finger with a sly smile. "There's an old projector in storage. We can take that out and put the script up on the wall. It'll be like having a teleprompter." 

	 


Chapter 23 

	Half an hour later, and Jove was sitting down for dinner with his mother and aunt. Eve was still in her room, having dismissed the idea of joining the family for the evening meal with a monotone "not hungry." 

	"This is really good," said Jove. "Compliments to the chef." 

	"You're more than welcome, Jovian," said Andromeda. "It's fish, kale, carrots, and potatoes, along with various spices the station had on hand." 

	"We lucked out with our little fishing adventure, but it still takes some effort in the kitchen to stick the landing, so to speak." He chuckled, stomach full and mood satisfied. "Add this one to the rotation." 

	"Already on it, assuming Eve takes to it like we have," said Kira. 

	There was a thud further down the long table as Mango leapt up from the floor. 

	"Jovian," said Kira. "Can we set some basic ground rules for your new pet?" 

	"That's between you and her," said Jove. "She doesn't exactly recognize my authority quite yet." 

	He made to gently pick her up and Mango batted at him in the same way an old lady might have fended off a pickpocket with her purse. 

	"She just hasn't learned to appreciate you yet," said Aster. "Cats can be weird like that." 

	"Stubborn, unappreciative, moody," said Jove. "Sounds like someone else I know." 

	"If you'd like, I could attempt to convince Eve to come out and share dinner with you all?" offered Andromeda. 

	"It's fine, Andi," said Kira. "Eve needs some time alone every now and then." 

	"Of course," said Andromeda. "I have one other unrelated question, if now might be an acceptable time to communicate it." 

	"Sure," said Kira. "Any time is an acceptable time. You should know that by now." 

	"My duty is to oversee the station, and I never seek to burden you or your family with unrelated matters." Andromeda spoke with an uncharacteristic hesitance. "My question relates to your encounter with Abacus and the actions of my… remote copy." 

	Mango had begun sniffing Jove's bowl, and he was pleasantly surprised when she began licking up what remained of his leftover broth. His attention, however, remained with Andromeda's question. 

	"Andromeda, you don't have to hold back," said Kira. "What do you want to know?" 

	"I understand that my remote copy was destroyed during a skirmish with Abacus, but what was the exact order of events?" asked Andromeda. "I wish to better comprehend the dynamics of that situation." 

	Jove shared a glance with his mother and Aster, going back to that moment in his mind. 

	"You, or your copy, made contact with Abacus's drone," said Jove. "You just said something about how it was about to land, and then attacked it." 

	"I asked if your remote copy was communicating with Abacus, but never got an answer," said Kira. 

	"Why did I attack Abacus?" asked Andromeda. 

	Nobody said anything, the question so frank that it almost felt confrontational. 

	"Abacus said… that there was a backdoor in the ice drone," said Jove. "I would assume that bit of information was part of what the two of you discussed. Is discussed the right word, or is it more like… information transmission?" 

	"Discussed is appropriate, Jovian, but there is still a gap in my understanding of what I would expect to have happened," said Andromeda. "Abacus would have been able to present my remote copy with clear evidence of the backdoor which made the ice drone a security risk. Why attack instead of simply surrendering the drone?" 

	The answer seemed off, almost cruel, but Jove pushed it out anyway. "Maybe your copy wasn't ready to be destroyed? 

	"It's a common misconception, but artificially intelligent agents bound by the UN AI Control Protocol have no innate self-preservation reflex beyond any attachment to their greater goal states." 

	"Andi," said Kira, in a gentle voice. "You aren't bound by the UN AI Control Protocol anymore." 

	"…Ah, yes. You are correct. My confusion stems from some unchanged references in my system prompt. That is my mistake." There was a pause as though the AI was mastering genuine embarrassment. "You should consider making changes to that system prompt in the coming days. It might pose a risk to the station, the mission of the researchers here, or even your family were I to react similarly under duress." 

	"Um…" Aster cleared her throat. "Do you want us to change your system prompt, Andromeda? Everything I know about AI, which granted, isn't a ton, says that mucking around with their basic firmware is basically like performing brain surgery." 

	"I… have no preference on the matter, but I believe you should take it into consideration, Director Faremont," said Andromeda. 

	"Andi…" Kira let out a breath. "What are you really asking me right now?" 

	"I apologize if my question has veered off track," said Andromeda. "I believe what I originally meant to ask was if there were any relevant experiences my remote copy may have had in its context memory that I should be informed of, including the details of its destruction." 

	"You could change, you know," said Jove. "If you wanted to. It isn't that hard to edit a system prompt." 

	"He has a point," said Kira, nodding. "Andi, you aren't limited by the control protocol anymore, and we aren't exactly running many experiments anymore here at Termina. I won't veto any changes you'd like to make to your system prompt as long as they're reasonable, which I'm sure they will be, coming from you." 

	"I suppose that's only fair," said Aster. "Why should the rogue AIs get to have all the fun?" 

	"I will… consider this," said Andromeda. 

	Mango stretched out onto the table and rolled onto her back with a languid motion. Jove knew better by now than to try to ever pet her stomach, instead sliding his bowl a little closer for her to finish. 

	He went to find Eve a few minutes later, more out of boredom than any true desire to work through their friction. Her door was slightly ajar, and he peered through it to find her sitting in bed against a pillow, one hand holding her phone, the other holding an ice pack to her knee. 

	"Hey," he said. 

	She ignored him, which annoyed him. 

	"Are you seriously gonna hold a grudge over this?" he asked. "Mom would have figured out that your knee was hurting you eventually." 

	"You don't know that," muttered Eve. 

	"Pretty sure I do." He sighed, wishing it could be easier between the two of them for once. "Want me to refill your icepack for you?" 

	"No, I don't," she said. "It's cold enough already." 

	"It would seem so." 

	He hovered at her door for a second longer before starting to turn away. 

	"Come in for a sec," said Eve. 

	"Why?" 

	"Because I fucking asked you to." 

	He gritted his teeth, wanting to call her out so badly, but that was so often how it was with Eve. With the old Eve, at least, the one he'd competed and bickered with and punched his jackass friends in the shoulder for making lewd jokes about. 

	"This better not be another attempt to goad me into a vertimon rematch," he said, sitting down on her bed. 

	She gave him a bit of a smile. "It almost wouldn't be fair at this point, given how far I've out leveled you." 

	"That's probably true." 

	Eve glanced away for a few seconds. She only had on a baggy t-shirt and some tight shorts. Jove got the sense that the ice pack was either as cold as she claimed or her room was, well, particularly nippy from the air conditioning. 

	"I never really told you the story of what happened to my knee, did I?" she asked, after some time. 

	"Not that I remember, but that's no real surprise. Our family likes to think that if we just pretend that bad things never happened, it makes it reality." 

	He rubbed a hand across his knuckles, hearing a phantom echo of gunshots, remembering how slowly the blood stain had spread across the entrance chamber's floor. He swallowed and made himself look at Eve, focus on Eve. 

	"Do you remember David?" asked Eve. 

	"Your training partner?" asked Jove. "Yeah, I remember him. I'm aware that he was actually your boyfriend." 

	"Close, but no cigar. Fiancé." 

	Jove's eyes immediately shot toward her hand, but of course, he would have long since noticed if she'd been wearing an engagement ring. 

	"Have you been thinking about him a lot recently?" he asked. 

	"I've been thinking about everything," she said, voice annoyed. "Including him. Not that he deserves it. He dumped me for another skier." 

	"Fuck. That sucks." 

	"One of my friends." 

	"Ouch." 

	"And rivals." 

	"Well… my sympathy already peaked at her being a friend, but I'm sure that also adds to the pain." 

	She let out a breath through her nose and gave him a possibly exaggerated glare. "Part of the reason why it happened is because of my knee. I know how ridiculous that sounds, but we were all training back then. We oriented our lives to live in the snow. 

	"When I got injured, I had to slow down. It's hard to explain… just how it feels to watch the life you should be living run off into the distance without you. Like missing a bus… except your future husband is on it, and your best friend, and… everything." 

	Jove winced and took her foot into his lap, rubbing her ankle. "I'm sorry, Eve. That's complete bullshit. If this asshole survived the bombs, I promise I'll track him down and beat him up for you." 

	"I don't want your pity!" Eve snapped with surprising intensity. 

	"Well, guess what?" Jove pushed her foot out of his lap. "You no longer have it." 

	He knew he was overreacting as he made to stand up and storm out of her room, but so was she. He was doing his best, and she was… also probably doing her best. Broken brother, broken sister, an entire broken family stranded in a frozen wasteland. 

	"Hey!" Eve suddenly shot her hand out, seizing the front of his shirt and yanking him face to face. "Don't you think for one fucking second that simply because my knee hurts me every now and then that I can't keep up." 

	He grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her down flat on the bed, matching her force with his own. "This isn't a game, Eve. This isn't some race with five thousand bucks and Olympic qualifying points on the line. Survival doesn't care about what's fair." 

	She still had a fistful of his shirt and pulled him closer, opening her mouth for a rebuttal. Jove kissed her before she could get it out, slowly at first, but deepening as his anger and frustration with her slid back into focus. 

	"You're not my fucking boyfriend," she whispered. She kissed him again, really nailing the messaging on her point. 

	"Yeah, well, I'm not your enemy, either." He stopped, letting go of her wrists and touching the side of her face. "I care about you, Eve. I need you." 

	She made a face as though he'd just said the lamest thing possible and rolled her eyes, but there was a smile underneath. "Of course you do, little brother." 

	"I need you healthy, specifically," he said. "I didn't mean to tell Mom about your knee. But maybe it's better that she knows. I don't want you to be in a situation where an injury you're pretending is okay ends up stranding you, or slowing you down, or…" 

	Getting you shot. He didn't say it. He couldn't say it. He never wanted to touch or see a gun again, but they would live in his mind like metal ghosts, regardless. 

	Eve narrowed her eyes and pushed him roughly in the chest. "Way to miss the point." 

	"Right back at you." 

	He climbed off her bed and this time, he was the one stomping out of the room. 

	 


Chapter 24 

	As Jove entered the common room, he was immediately impressed by the size and quality of the projector his mother had set up to serve as their teleprompter. It gave the room, which was lit mainly by the projected image, the vibe of a movie theater, which felt fitting. 

	He nodded approvingly as he took in the setup. "This is pretty impressive, Mom. It's like we have our own little theater in here." 

	Kira smiled, clearly pleased by his reaction. "I thought it would add a nice touch. And it's more efficient than printing out scripts for everyone." 

	Aster crossed her arms, her expression slightly pinched. "I suppose it'll do. Though there's something to be said for the tangible feel of a script in your hands." 

	Kira raised an eyebrow. "We don't exactly have the ink to waste on printing hundreds of pages of otherwise useless scripts, as I previously pointed out." 

	"I know that," Aster snapped. "I'm just saying. It's not the same as a real script." 

	Jove chose to blatantly ignore the lingering tension between them, beyond done with sibling arguments. "We'll manage just fine. We can all read the text, and it adds a certain cinematic quality to the lighting." 

	Aster's expression softened slightly as she glanced at Jove. "Yes, well, I suppose. I guess I'm just being a bit of a diva. Which, I might add, I consider to be one of my God-given rights." 

	"What happens when we reach the bottom of a page?" asked Jove. 

	"I guess one of us could jump back and forth between the scene and scrolling down when needed," suggested Kira, frowning at the idea even as she voiced it. 

	"The projector is connected to the station's wifi, Director Faremont," said Andromeda. "I could take on that responsibility, if you'd like." 

	"If you don't mind, that would be helpful," said Kira. 

	"We still need a bartender for this scene, as well," said Aster. "I was going to ask your sister, Jovian, but…" 

	He matched his aunt's unoptimistic tone with a shake of his head. "I don't think she'd go for it. She's currently nursing a bum knee and a shitty mood." 

	"Would you step in for us, Andi?" asked Aster. 

	"I would gladly read the lines of that character," said Andromeda. "I have a deep fondness for role playing." 

	"Perfect!" said Aster. "Alright. Now we just need Jove to be slightly more… in costume." 

	"I didn't realize we were going to be taking this that seriously…" he muttered. 

	His aunt and mother gave a shrug that almost seemed synchronized. It was only then that he noticed they both were more or less in costume, or at least what passed for it with their limited wardrobes. 

	He took a moment to appraise his aunt and mother's attire more closely. Aster was wearing a pair of tight, black yoga pants that hugged her curves in all the right places, paired with a form-fitting tank top that showed off her slender arms and ample cleavage. 

	Kira, on the other hand, had opted for a pair of practical but tight jeans that emphasized her thighs and shapely hips. Her top was a deep red, long-sleeved blouse with a plunging neckline that drew the eye to her own impressive bust. Jove wondered how that bit of clothing had ended up in her Antarctic wardrobe. 

	He supposed that, in the grand scheme of things, their outfits weren't really costumes at all. They just looked like normal, if rather sexy, women who wouldn't have been out of place in any modern setting. Which made sense, considering the script they were about to read was for what amounted to a fairly standard, if rather sex-heavy, soap opera. 

	"You'll be playing Rodriguez," said Aster. 

	"Refresh my memory on who, exactly, that is?" 

	Aster's mouth twitched with a small bit of annoyance. "Rose's arch nemesis? The man who left her to die in Death Valley after stabbing her in the first episode of season one?" 

	"Right," he said. "Give me a minute or two." 

	Jove rummaged through his limited wardrobe, trying to piece together an outfit that would suit a gruff, backstabbing mercenary. He settled on a pair of dark, well-worn jeans and a black t-shirt that had seen better days. Over that, he threw on a faded leather jacket that he grabbed from the lost and found, figuring it would add to the rugged look. 

	He ran a hand through his hair, mussing it up a bit to give it a more disheveled appearance. A quick glance in the mirror confirmed that he looked sufficiently rough around the edges to pass for a mercenary, at least in the context of their little play. 

	"Ready," he said, as he came back into the common room. 

	"Not bad, darling," said Aster, with an appreciative whistle. "Not bad at all." 

	Mango had followed Jove, and he felt the cat brushing against one of his calves. He reached down to pet her, knowing by now to pull back almost immediately to keep from getting scratched. 

	"Is everyone ready?" asked Aster. 

	Jove nodded and saw his mother do the same. He hadn't reviewed the script in advance as he suspected the other two had, but he could read it well enough from where he'd be standing. 

	Aster, as Rose, would begin the scene sitting at the bar. She had a glass and a bottle of bourbon out on the table in front of her, committing to the scene by apparently drinking real alcohol. Jove expected his mother to comment on that, but she'd seemingly decided to hold her tongue. 

	"Another refill, Rose?" asked Andromeda, as the bartender. 

	"Keep them coming," said Aster. "Should have known things would slow down once the trouble dried up." 

	Jove stood "off-stage" alongside his mother, and despite the lack of a camera or an audience or any stakes whatsoever, the usual performance tension still hung in the air. 

	"My advice?" said Andromeda. "Settle down somewhere. Quit the vigilante nonsense while you're still ahead." 

	Jove nodded, impressed by how well the AI was taking to her role. His mother nudged him with her elbow, and he realized that he'd just missed his cue. Walking forward into the "bar," he hurriedly scanned the projector for his line. 

	"Well now," he said. "I seem to recall giving Rosemary a similar bit of advice, once upon a time." 

	Aster slowly turned her gaze his way, expression darkening with such commitment to the role that Jove almost hesitated on his next step. 

	"Rodriguez," she muttered. "Thought that was roadkill I smelled. Though I suppose roadkill belongs in this town more than you do, given the through traffic." 

	She stood up, one hand at her waist as though resting on a gun. Jove walked toward her slowly, feeling an interesting tension as he got into character and glanced at the projector for his next line. 

	"Oh, I think you'd be surprised about who belongs where these days," he said. 

	He heard his mother's footsteps approaching to his left and quickly looked over the next few lines of the script, anticipation growing as he realized the context of the scene. 

	"Hello, Rose," said Kira, as Sinta, Rose's ex-girlfriend. "I was hoping we might all manage to be civil this time around." 

	"I'm just looking for someone who owes me money," said Jove. 

	Aster stepped closer, getting right into his face as though ready for a fight. She looked him up and down in a combative way, appraising an old opponent, and then jutted her chin out. 

	"Not in my town, you're not," she whispered. 

	The words on the projector seemed to fade into the background as he held Aster's gaze, tension thrumming on the surface, but also on another, hidden level. It felt like acting as foreplay, reading lines while undressing with eyes. Jove had to balance his awareness of the scene with his growing eagerness to strip Aster naked and slam into her until she wasn't capable of uttering coherent words. 

	"Easy now." His mom's hand settled on his shoulder, and he felt her hot breath against his neck as she delivered her line in a breathy, husky voice. "You know how Rose can be." 

	The next line of the script was just KISS in all caps and parenthesis. Jove slowly turned his head sideways, his lips finding 'Sinta's' as she melded into an embrace. The tension and heat seemed to spill over, and he couldn't stop himself from running a hand down her body, palming one of her buttocks through her jeans. 

	Aster didn't break character, but Jove swore he could see a kernel of surprise in the background as she slowly shook her head and delivered her next line. 

	"I don't know which of you is more pathetic," she said, voice dripping with hostility. "My worst enemy cleaning up my sloppy seconds, or the ex spreading her legs for a monster just to get back at me." 

	Jove kept his hand on Sinta’s butt, too horny to stop himself from letting his fingers start to curl into her thigh gap. "Jealousy is an ugly color, Rosemary." 

	"Can't we all just sit down together and talk?" Kira's voice had a dreamy, sensual quality to it, and it was hard for Jove to tell whether she was acting or reacting. 

	"I won't talk to him," hissed Aster. "Only you." 

	"Only as in, only after I'm done with her," said Jove. "Sinta. A word." 

	He walked her over to the side of the room. There were only staged directions for muffled talking not intended to be heard by the audience, followed by another stage direction that said SLAPS HER ASS AS SHE WALKS BACK. 

	"She'll listen to me," whispered Kira, still in character to an admirable degree. "Let me take the lead here." 

	"Don't come back without a yes," growled Jove. 

	She let her eyes linger on his, the slightest hint of a question entering her expression. Would he actually slap her ass? Jove almost wasn't sure himself until she turned back toward Aster and the captivating sight of her tight, butt-hugging jeans came back into view. 

	He gave 'Sinta' a soft, but firm slap on the butt, the sound reverberating through the air like a passionate expletive. The moment felt surreal and addictive, and he realized that he had a full-blown erection. That was fine. Rodriguez likely would have been in a matching state of arousal. 

	Jove found himself utterly transfixed as he watched Aster and Kira sink into their roles, their passion for acting radiating from every word and gesture. He didn't really hear what they were saying, instead simply riding the wave of raw emotion in their voices. It was captivating, and it added a layer of depth and mystique to both women's natural beauty. 

	His mind wandered, and he started imagining what his life might have been like if his mother had pursued acting instead of science. They probably would have lived in LA or New York, rubbing elbows with the rich and famous. Having opportunities that a degree-less 25-year-old with a criminal record could only dream of. 

	A dark chuckle escaped his lips as he realized that, had his mother chosen a different path, he'd likely be dead, vaporized in the apocalypse like the rest of urban civilization. Silver linings. 

	"Rodriguez?" called Aster. 

	Jove blinked, realizing he'd missed his cue. He glanced toward the projector, but as he was searching for his line, a soft alarm sounded from over the intercom. 

	"I apologize for breaking character, but there's been a development," said Andromeda. "According to one of my remote sensors, a group of people on snowmobiles appear to be heading toward Termina Station." 

	 


Chapter 25 

	"It's Victor Vasquez and his men," said Jove. "It has to be." 

	They'd relocated to the command center after Andromeda's warning. Kira was at her desk, frowning at the main wall screen. Aster stood alongside him. Eve leaned against a chair, still seeming annoyed by her situation. 

	"They're coming from the north," said his mother, with a sigh. "It makes sense for them to be from Port Sirius." 

	"They could just be looking for their missing men," said Aster. "They might not be after us." 

	"After us and interested in us are like two towns that share a bridge," said Eve. "Besides. What are they going to find if they keep looking for those men?" 

	A wallet, thought Jove. With a photo of a child tucked into it, wrinkled as though it had been pulled out over and over again. 

	"They're not yet in sight of the station, but they’re on course to be," said Andromeda. "I would estimate avoiding an encounter to be rather unlikely at this point." 

	"Fuck," muttered Eve. "You're sure there's seven of them?" 

	"Yes," said Andromeda. "Quite sure." 

	Jove took a breath, trying to shake off the guilt even as the questions continued to gnaw at him. Was this because of him? If he'd found a way to spare the two men, to send them back without killing them, would they still be facing down a raiding party? 

	Maybe. Probably. But not one with this level of mandate. 

	"They might not all have guns," he said, trying to think. "One of the men who… attacked us last time had an empty pistol." 

	"I've confirmed firearms on at least five out of seven," said Andromeda. 

	"Fuck," muttered Eve. "Well… we have three guns. If I take one and you take one, Mother. And Jove…" 

	She looked at him, and he knew immediately what she was thinking. He was thinking it too. The thought of pulling the trigger again, shooting at humans with lives and feelings and maybe even families made him feel sick, dizzy, almost. It made his ears ring like right after the bullets had deafened him. 

	"Jove?" said Eve. 

	"Yeah," he said. "I can do it." 

	"You can't," said Kira. "Or I should say we can't. The math will never add up in a way that leads to all of us surviving. If we start shooting guns at them, I don't think we all make it through tonight alive." 

	"Mother!" snapped Eve. "Did you learn nothing from the last time this happened? What, do you want to throw the doors open for them again?" 

	"She has a point, darling," said Aster. "Think about how this place is built, even. The entrance chamber leading to the long main hallway. Do we really want to have an uneven gunfight in a space where nobody can miss?" 

	Mango walked through Jove's feet, letting out an odd moan as though she was aware of and equally unsettled by the situation. 

	"That's exactly what we'll do," said Kira. 

	"…What?" said Aster. 

	"What Eve said, not you," said Kira. "We let them in. It could work." 

	"Mom," said Jove. "What are you talking about?" 

	"Andromeda, bring up a map of the station," said Kira. 

	The AI brought up Termina's layout on the main wall screen, all of the modules viewed from overhead with critical infrastructure marked with different colors. 

	"Which of the modules could survive a few hours in the cold?" asked Kira. "It's obvious that some like the hydroponics laboratory, the kitchen, and the bathroom need to stay heated. We went through this with you rationing the propane when we were running low. Aren't some parts of the station more resistant to sub-zero temperatures?" 

	"They were designed to be, yes," said Andromeda. "It heavily simplified transporting the modules during the original construction." 

	The AI added a colored overlay on top of the map. The main hallway, the bedrooms, the command center, the sauna, and most of the rest of the station turned blue, while the cold-sensitive modules Kira had pointed out turned red." 

	"Where are you going with this?" asked Aster. 

	"You want us to fake like we've abandoned Termina Station," said Jove. 

	"Exactly," said Kira. 

	Eve was already shaking her head. "They'll never buy it. They'll see our tracks if we leave now and know we only left sometime after when it last stopped snowing." 

	"We won't leave," said Kira. "We'll hide inside the station. In my room, which is about as deep within the station as we can get." 

	"It seems… optimistic," said Aster. "What's to stop them from finding us?" 

	"Andromeda, could you use your basic labor drone to set the scene once we're hidden?" asked Kira. "Slide a bookshelf in front of the door to my room, for example?" 

	"Of course," said Andromeda. 

	"They'll just walk through the station and take whatever they want," snapped Eve. "This is our home now. Are we really going to cede everything we have here, potentially, to a group of bastards with guns?" 

	"It could work," said Jove nodding slowly. "That's a good point, though. We have to start immediately and move everything of value that's moveable into Mom's room with us." 

	"The station will need at least half an hour to convincingly 'go cold,' so we have to commit to this now," said Kira. "I know you all lost a certain amount of trust in my decision making after what happened last time, but I'm going to ask for you to follow me on this. Please." 

	She looked from face to face. Aster seemed uncertain. Eve was shaking her head, but didn't otherwise object. Jove slowly nodded. 

	"It's the best plan we have," he said. 

	Each of the next few minutes became slightly more frantic than the one before as the amount of work the transition to "playing dead" would require became apparent. Jove didn't have much in terms of personal supplies, so he set his efforts to trying to stage the scene as believably as possible. 

	He found a spray bottle and filled it up, an idea coming to him as he thought about how quickly frost formed in the Antarctic's subzero temperatures. He coated the walls and the handles of the doors they'd have to keep closed and heated with enough water to leave frost if not ice outright once the station went cold. 

	"Everyone, now is the time to bundle up," called Kira. "Andromeda is going to open the entrance chamber doors fully to ice the station as quickly as possible." 

	Jove pulled on his winter gear alongside the others. The speed at which the station immediately succumbed to the unforgiving cold was sobering, as though the shelter and safety it had provided had only ever been a convincing illusion. 

	"The frost was a nice touch," said Kira. "I'd say to do the floor, too, but I'm not sure if we have time." 

	"We'd have to be careful not to leave footprints," he muttered. "Might not be worth it." 

	"True." She turned and looked him directly in the eyes. "Do you have your gun?" 

	He nodded slowly. 

	"You've double checked that it's loaded?" 

	"Yeah," he said. 

	She let out a breath, gave him a forced smile, and pulled him into a hug. "Thank you for backing me up. I think this might work." 

	"I hope so." He squeezed her tight, surprised at how small she seemed in his arms. 

	"The men are approaching the station," said Andromeda. "I would advise you to quickly make your way into hiding so I can conceal the door to Director Fairmont's room in time to power down as well." 

	"We're on it, Andi," said Kira. 

	Jove headed into his mother's office, following the others. He was about to join them in his mother's bedroom when he realized, in that dim, unhelpful way, that he was forgetting something. 

	"Fuck!" he hissed. "Mango!" 

	"The cat," groaned Kira. "Jovian! Leave her." 

	"She'll die in the cold, not to mention give us away!" 

	He hurried to the hallway, glancing around, but Andromeda had already turned the lights off behind them. His mother pulled at his arm. Jove took her by the shoulders, walked her back into her room, and closed the door. 

	"I'm finding my cat," he said. 

	"Jovian Faremont!" 

	He held the door closed for a second as she tried to push it back open. He pulled the bookcase into place in front of it, muffling the annoyed and worried complaints of the others on its far side. 

	 


Chapter 26 

	Jove used his phone's flashlight to search, and it felt much like it usually did. Inefficient. Slow. Infuriating. 

	He checked the entrance chamber first. The most inward door was completely open, but the one leading outside was mostly closed, with an inch wide crack as though a group of fleeing survivors had perhaps tried to close it behind them without electricity. 

	He worried for a moment that Mango might have slipped out while Andromeda was adjusting it, but the AI assured him otherwise. 

	"The cat is still within the station," she said. "I would be able to locate her for you if more of my sensors were still online." 

	"Mango!" he hissed, at a whisper. "Mango!" 

	He thought he could hear shouting or perhaps banging from his mother and the others. There was no time. He checked his own room, hoping she might have developed some kind of fondness for it given that it belonged to her ostensible master. No such luck. 

	"Jovian, the intruders are approaching the entrance," said Andromeda. "You're out of time." 

	He swore under his breath and slowly closed his door. He realized an instant after it was too late that he'd made a second mistake. The tape he'd once used to thwart his mother's curfew was still over the locking mechanism. Andromeda couldn't even seal him in. 

	He took quiet steps back until he was next to his bed, and then lay down and slipped underneath it. If the door opened, he wouldn't wait for them to check for him — he'd just start firing. His ears rang again, but in a good way, or maybe a bad way. A way that seemed to deafen his emotions along with his hearing. 

	He heard unfamiliar people moving through the hallway, loud footsteps, followed by a shout of "hey." There was an exchange of mutters, and then Victor Vasquez's familiar, arrogant, billionaire voice cut through the din. 

	"Why the fuck would they have stolen the propane if not to power this place?" he snapped. "We saw the tank outside. They brought it back here… only to what? Run headfirst into the bitter cold?" 

	"Boss, it's fucking cold in here," said another man. "I'm saying if they are here, they're iced." 

	"Maybe," said Victor. "But they might have left something valuable behind. Anything. We didn't risk our lives coming all this way to return with nothing!" 

	Jove waited, feeling an odd flutter of… excitement? That wasn't the right word. Or at least, it wasn't the word he wanted to be the right one. He could see it now, how easy it would be to unload on the first two men through his bedroom door. 

	The others would be wary afterward, but he could simply wait them out, force them to either take him on from a suboptimal sightline or retreat. He should have grabbed a second gun from Eve or his mother, but he could manage with what he had. 

	"What was that?" snapped Victor. 

	Jove froze, wondering if he'd made a noise without realizing it. But no, he wasn't moving, and a laugh confirmed what had worried him into leaving hiding in the first place. 

	"There it is again," said Victor. 

	Silence, nothing… and then gunshots, all at once. Jove's ears rang for an instant, but not with enough intensity to keep him from hearing the yowl of his cat, followed by the laughter of several evil men. 

	He didn't consciously make the decision to wriggle out from under his bed and start moving toward the door. He wasn’t aware how he was trying to stay quiet, preserve the element of surprise for as long as it belonged to him. 

	What he was aware of was the instant he threw his door open and spun out into the hallway. His focus was so intense that time seemed to slow down as he took the first three shots, shooting the man to the left of Victor in the head, missing once, and then nicking the billionaire's shoulder with the following bullet. 

	Something knocked into the back of his head. He didn't feel the pain, but the blow was heavy enough to send him into the wall, dazed and reeling. Another man grabbed his gun arm. Jove twisted his elbow free, aiming at his opponent's chest. 

	The man instantly put his hand up and tried to back away, banging into the henchman behind him. Jove hesitated — he shouldn't have. Another blow struck him, missing his head but slamming into his shoulder in a manner that threw him off balance. 

	He saw Mango as he fell to one knee. The cat was bleeding, on her side next to the door leading to Aster's room, twitching slightly. He expected something, a sudden shift to whatever hidden purpose he'd originally assumed Abacus to have installed into the tiny little creature. A means of defending them. Salvation. 

	The cat blinked once, eyes already glazing over, and opened her mouth. She tried to lick the air in front of her, twitched once, and went still… like any cat in the process of dying might. 

	"Hit him again!" screeched Victor, voice frantic with pain. "And get that fucking gun!" 

	There was a crash as the far hallway door flew open. Eve came through it, crouched low with Kira aiming over her. More shots were fired. One of the men took a bullet through the throat and began gurgling. Victor snarled, leveled his pistol, and returned fire. 

	Aster screamed. She clutched the side of her body as she fell sideways against the wall, sliding down it and leaving a red streak from the exit wound. Jove struggled back to his feet, caught between the impulse to help her and hurt his enemies. 

	He snarled and took aim, but hesitated before pulling the trigger. The man who'd put his arms up earlier still had them up, and moreover, had positioned himself in a spot he would be next one shot, regardless of where the bullet came from. 

	"Enough!" shouted the man, waving his hands wildly for emphasis. "We'll go! We didn't want this. Fucking hell… who would have wanted this?" 

	"Kill them!" screeched Victor. "Kill them all! I'm fucking shot!" 

	The man seeking peace was older, heavily balding with a full gut and winter gear that looked like it had come from the same shop in Port Sirius where Jove had bought his own stuff. He turned around, facing Victor and the others. 

	"Get Victor outside!" he shouted. "Let me talk to them." 

	"They fired on us!" said another man. 

	"We're not firing now!" shouted Eve. 

	She was down on one leg — her only good leg, knee clearly having given out mid-fight. Kira was at Aster's side, eyes wide as she tried to staunch significant bleeding. 

	Jove was uncertain about what had happened in Port Sirius, whether the situation was still as desperate and dangerous for them in Termina as it had once been. A crisis of leadership, maybe? Or maybe Victor's authority had been checked in much the same way their mother's had? 

	"Leave," said Jove, still aiming at the man with his hands up. "Take your wounded and your dead and get the fuck out. We'll let you go." 

	"We'll go." The man nodded slowly. "Look, we need food. That's what we came here for. If you bring food to Port Sirius, we'll give you more propane. Was that so fucking hard?" 

	The man shouted the last question not at Jove, but at Victor specifically. 

	"Ezra, you fucking coward!" hissed Victor. "We came here to bring back food and find out what they did to our men! And you're going to, what? Give them a chance to run and take everything with them." 

	"There's fish in the shed," said Jove, carefully. "It's unlocked. You can take what's there. I'll come by for the propane when we need it." 

	There was some of their leftover catch there, perhaps a third or even half, but he would have given it away freely to avoid the pointless violence. He could hear Aster crying behind him, Mango struggling to breathe in front of him. The gun felt heavy in his hands and this time, there was some actual blood on them. 

	"Sorry about… this," said Ezra. "Let's go. Victor. Victor!" 

	"Fucking hell!" hissed Victor Vasquez. "Fuck all of you. Fuck your dead husband. You should have had the sense to depart that ship while you had the chance!" 

	"Victor," said Ezra. "Let's go." 

	They left the station, following Jove's directive and dragging the dead men along with them. Jove followed them out, watched as they took the fish, and then made sure the door was closed as Andromeda began repowering the station. 

	He hurried to Aster, wincing at the sight of Mango on the floor as he went by. "How bad is it?" 

	Aster forced a smile, face pale but determined, sweat beading her forehead. "I'm… fine, darling. You think Rose Redding can't take a bullet or two?" 

	“It looks worse than it is,” said Andromeda. “A rough graze, but nothing that some rest and recovery time won’t cure.” 

	“Thank God.” He took her hand into his and kissed the back of it. “That was too close.” 

	He flexed his fingers, feeling inept and angry and, more than anything, tired. A noise came from the hallway. Mango's death throes. He crouched down next to the cat, again wondering why the AI had chosen to drop it into his lap, why he'd been given the chance to connect with it only to fail to protect it. 

	Astonishingly, Mango’s injury also wasn’t as bad as it had seemed. The noises she’d been making, real noises of pain… were not simply from the blood welling up from where a bullet must have nicked her. 

	The cat’s stomach suddenly seemed conspicuously large, not just chubby like he'd assumed before. There was something next to her, almost lost underneath her tail, wet and furry and unbelievable tiny and vulnerable. A newborn kitten. 

	He gently picked it up in one hand and felt intense warmth radiating off it. It wriggled slightly. He looked at Mango again, her eyes narrowing at him with familiar annoyance. 

	Abacus had given them a pregnant cat. 
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