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Chapter 1

	The faint, rhythmic hum of Termina Station's systems was the only noise Jove could hear, a constant presence that had become the soundtrack to his new reality. He lay still for a moment, listening to the rumble of silence, curled up on the somewhat small mattress of his bunk.

	The chill in the air gave the refuge of his bed and blankets its own form of gravity, a coziness that ran contrary to the precariousness of their overall situation. He shifted slightly, feeling the press of a decent case of morning wood against the fabric of his boxers, all-too-familiar evidence of the other, more complicated kind of tension that permeated their lives now. He willed his body to return to a more neutral state with mixed success.

	His gaze drifted towards the darkened outline of the door, and he remembered, with a fresh wave of annoyance, the stupid curfew his mother, Kira, had imposed and continued to enforce. He knew he should try to go back to sleep, but his mind was stubbornly active, replaying the events of the previous days — the fishing trip, the unsettling encounter with Abacus's drone, the cat. Cats, plural, now that Mango had given birth to her kitten.

	It was hard to know what was going on anymore, the gap between how things once were and how they were now. He felt a strange mix of guilt, excitement, and confusion, a coupling of emotions that had become his constant companion in this strange new world. 

	He had to force himself not to think about it. He got up and decided that there was no use lying in bed if he wasn't going to sleep. He heard someone else stir from down the hall. Aster, in her room.

	The temptation got the better of him. He approached her door slowly, feeling his previous arousal coming back to the fore. With a few soft taps, he knocked as quietly as he could, well aware of how easy it would be to wake up his mother or Eve.

	“Aster,” he whispered. “Are you awake?”

	A few seconds of silence stretched out, thick with anticipation. Jove could hear the faint rustling of fabric from within the room, the soft whisper of movement. Then, a hushed, slightly husky voice responded, barely audible above the station's low hum.

	“Jove? Is that you, darling?” Aster’s answering whisper was laced with a hint of sleepiness, but also something else, a playful spark that mirrored his own mood.

	The door clicked softly as the lock disengaged. It swung open a crack, revealing a sliver of Aster's face, her blonde hair tousled, one eye peeking out at him, a playful glint in its depths. The darkness of the room seemed to amplify the intimacy of the moment, wrapping them in a clandestine embrace.

	“Come in,” she said, her voice a soft, inviting purr. “But be quiet. Wouldn't want to wake the others, would we?” 

	She gave him a knowing look, her lips curling into a sly, suggestive smile.

	“Most definitely not,” he said. He felt a rise of anticipation as he entered her room, which was identical to his own small bunk.

	Aster closed the door softly behind him, the faint click of the latch echoing in the confined space. The darkness of the room pressed in, thick and velvety, punctuated only by the faint, ghostly glow of the wall screen, set to display a default, looping image of a crackling fireplace.

	Aster, clad in her now-familiar blue kimono, stood before him like a phantom, the silky fabric clinging to her curves. The dim light cast intriguing shadows across her face, highlighting the curve of her cheekbones, the fullness of her lips, and the alluring slope of her neck. 

	He could smell her faint, musky scent, a mix of expensive soap and something else, stale but not unpleasant, subtly feminine. It was a smell that had, over the past few weeks, become deeply ingrained in his senses, a smell that was now inextricably linked to their episodes of forbidden desire.

	She raised a finger to her lips, a playful, conspiratorial gesture. “Couldn't sleep?”

	“No,” said Jove. “Not for lack of trying.”

	“I get that.”

	She turned and padded silently towards the bed, her kimono swaying with each step, revealing tantalizing flashes of her bare legs. She settled onto the edge of the mattress, her back to him, and began to slowly, deliberately, run her fingers through her tangled blonde hair. 

	Jove felt his breath catch in his throat, his body responding instantly to the intimacy of the scene, the unspoken invitation in her every move. He was deeply aware of his own state of arousal, the fabric of his boxers suddenly feeling incredibly restrictive.

	 The invitation of her cleavage peaked out between the hems of fabric slipping open across her chest, but so did something else. He eyed her body just below her bust, where a bandage was still visible from the graze she'd suffered during their last encounter with the other survivors from Port Sirius.

	“How's your wound doing?” he asked.

	Aster paused her movements, her fingers still tangled in her hair. She glanced back at him over her shoulder, a slight, almost imperceptible wince crossing her features before she masked it with a playful smile.

	“Oh, it's nothing,” she said, her voice a soft, breathy whisper. “Just a scratch. Barely even notice it. Your aunt is far tougher than she looks, especially in recent days.”

	“We all are,” said Jove. “No pain?”

	“Some pain,” she said. “I suppose a closer inspection might be in order. Just to be sure it's healing properly, of course.”

	She patted the space beside her on the bed, a move that sent Jove's pulse racing. The dim light of the room, the quiet hum of the station, the soft rustle of fabric, and the intoxicating scent of her perfume all combined to create an atmosphere thick with possibilities, charged with a forbidden energy that crackled between them. He could feel his erection straining as though it were a physical manifestation of his burgeoning desire.

	“Can never be too careful,” he said. 

	Aster's breath caught slightly as Jove approached, her eyes never leaving his. The air between them thickened, charged with a palpable tension that seemed to crackle like static electricity. The faint light of the room played across her skin, highlighting the soft curves of her body beneath the thin fabric of the kimono.

	As he reached her, his fingers brushed against the silk of the belt, exploring a possibility. She held her breath, her gaze locked on his, a silent invitation in her eyes. The knot was loose, almost undone, a testament to the speed with which she must have dressed. Or perhaps, a deliberate act of enticement.

	“Let's have a look at that wound, then,” he murmured, his voice low and husky.

	With a gentle tug, he undid the knot, the kimono parting like the curtains on a stage, revealing the full extent of her bare skin beneath. He let his eyes linger on the glorious expanse of bare flesh, her pale plump breasts, her flawless stomach and navel. The bandage was still there, a stark white rectangle against the soft, golden hue of her skin, just below her left breast, partially obscured by the fall of her hair.

	He leaned in, his breath warm against her skin, and gently brushed aside a stray lock of blonde hair to get a better look. The scent of her filled his nostrils, a heady mix of expensive perfume, soap, and something else, something he couldn't place. It was intoxicating, a siren's moan that drowned out all rational thought.

	“It looks like it's healing well,” he whispered. “But I should really double check.”

	His fingers traced the edge of the bandage, the lightest of touches, yet enough to send a jolt of electricity through both of them. He could feel her tremble beneath his touch, her body responding to his proximity.

	“Then you'd better get started, darling,” whispered Aster.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2

	Jove leaned down over her and kissed Aster, hands running across other, less relevant parts of her body. Her breath caught in her throat as his lips met hers, the soft, yielding pressure sending the room’s ambient heat soaring. Her hands, which had been resting lightly on his chest, now gripped his shoulders, her fingers digging into his muscles as she returned the kiss with a fervent intensity.

	She tasted of sleep and sin, a heady combination that made Jove’s senses spin. The world outside the small, dimly lit room faded away, replaced by the raw, primal connection between them. It was as if they were the only two people left on Earth —honestly not far from the truth— bound together by a secret, illicit hunger that got off on flipping the bird to the normal rules and boundaries.

	Jove's hands, no longer content to simply roam, began a more purposeful exploration. One hand slid down her back, tracing the curve of her spine, sending shivers through her with each feather-light touch. The other hand moved upwards, cupping her breast through the thin fabric of the kimono, his thumb brushing against her hardening nipple.

	Aster moaned softly, her body arching into his touch. She was so unbelievably sexy, a movie star in her mature prime. All rational thought had fled, replaced by a burning need to have her, to consume her sexually, a need that demanded satisfaction at any cost. He broke the kiss, his lips moving to her neck, his breath hot against her skin.

	“Tell me what you want, Aster,” he whispered, his voice low, almost guttural.

	“You,” she breathed, the word a ragged gasp. “I want you, Jove. Now.”

	His hand slid lower, beneath the hem of the kimono, his fingers finding the bare skin of her thigh. He stroked her gently, his touch both a caress and a promise. Aster's hips moved instinctively, seeking his touch, her body writhing in a silent plea.

	He leaned down, his lips finding the sensitive spot just below her ear. He nipped at her skin, a playful, teasing gesture that made her gasp.

	He traced the path down her neck lower with his lips, across her collarbone, and down to the gentle swell of her breasts. Aster's breath came in short, sharp gasps, her body trembling beneath his touch.

	He slid his hand over the curve of her hip and down to the juncture of her thighs. Aster's legs parted instinctively, inviting him closer, her body seeming to ache for his touch.

	He teased the edge of her panties, his fingers dancing along the elastic, before finally, mercifully, slipping beneath the fabric. Aster moaned, her hips bucking upwards as his fingers found her womanhood, hot and wet and ready. He had to have her. He felt insane with lust, crazed by the reality of who they were to one another, but also so goddamn lucky.

	“Oh, Jove,” she breathed, her voice a ragged whisper. “Don't stop. Please, don't stop.”

	The words were a plea, a surrender, an invitation all rolled into one. Jove felt a surge of triumph, a primal satisfaction at her admission, her need. He pressed his advantage, his fingers delving deeper, exploring her intimately as she writhed beneath him.

	“I don't plan on stopping, Aster,” he whispered, his voice thick with desire. “Not until you're begging me to.”

	He found her clit, already swollen and sensitive, and began to stroke it gently, his thumb moving in slow, deliberate circles. Aster gasped, her body arching off the bed as a wave of pleasure washed over her.

	“Oh, God, Jove,” she moaned, her voice barely a whisper. “That feels… incredible.”

	He increased the pressure, his fingers dancing across her sensitive flesh, teasing, tormenting, drawing out the pleasure until it was almost unbearable. Aster's breath came in short, sharp gasps, her body trembling beneath his touch.

	He leaned down, his lips finding hers once more. He kissed her deeply, passionately, his tongue mirroring the movements of his fingers. Aster responded in kind, her mouth hungry, her body writhing against his.

	The room was filled with the sounds of their passion — soft moans, ragged breaths, the rustling of fabric, the creaking of the bed. The air was thick with the scent of their desire, a heady, intoxicating aroma that fueled their frenzy.

	Jove knew he was playing with fire, dancing on the edge of an abyss. But he couldn't stop, wouldn't stop. The need, the raw, primal desire that consumed him, was too strong to resist.

	He felt Aster's body tense, her muscles coiling like a spring. He knew she was close, so close. He pressed harder, faster, his fingers working their magic as he drove her towards the edge.

	“Jove!” she cried.

	Her body bucked beneath him, her release coming in a series of powerful, shuddering waves. He felt her inner muscles clench around his fingers, gripping him, stirring intriguing questions about how tight she’d feel on a different body part.

	But he held back, not yet, not yet. He wanted to savor this moment, this feeling of raw surrender. He wanted to make it last, to draw it out until neither of them could take it anymore.

	He withdrew his fingers, leaving Aster gasping, her body still trembling from the force of her orgasm. He shifted his position, moving between her legs, his erection finally pressing against her thigh.

	“Open your eyes, Aster,” he whispered. “Look at me.”

	She slowly opened her eyes, her gaze dazed, unfocused. But as her eyes met his, there was a distinct instant of shared understanding. And in that instant, there was no question. She knew what he wanted, what he needed.

	And he was going to get it.

	He lowered his head, his lips finding hers once more. He kissed her deeply, passionately, his tongue plundering her mouth as he positioned himself above her. He felt her hands on his hips, guiding him, urging him on. With a slow, deliberate thrust, he entered her.

	Aster's eyes flew open, her breath catching in her throat. A soft moan escaped her lips as he filled her, stretching her, claiming her as his own.

	“Jove,” she whispered, his name a prayer on her lips. “Oh, Jovian, darling!”

	He began to move, slowly at first, then with increasing urgency. Each thrust was a new wave of pleasure, a new step closer to the edge. He felt her body responding to his, her hips rising to meet his, her legs wrapping around his waist, pulling him deeper.

	The world outside the small, dimly lit room ceased to exist. There was only the two of them, locked together in a dance of illicit desire, a dance as old as time itself. A dance that was theirs and theirs alone.

	Jove thrust into her with all the roughness he felt like she could handle, still healing as she was. Aster's moans were what set him off in the end, coaxing him over the line in far more of a sprint than a marathon.

	He moved with a purpose, a primal rhythm that echoed the frantic pounding of his heart. Each thrust was deliberate, powerful, driving deep inside her, claiming her, possessing her. He was beyond conscious thought, beyond reason, driven only by instinct and the overwhelming need to lose himself in her.

	Aster's body responded to his, her hips rising to meet each thrust, her legs locked around his waist, holding him close, urging him on. Her breath came in short, sharp gasps, her moans a counterpoint to the rhythmic creaking of the bed.

	He felt her muscles clench around him, her inner heat milking him, drawing him closer to the edge. He could feel the tension building within him, the pressure growing, the need for release becoming unbearable.

	“Jove,” she gasped, her voice a ragged whisper. “I'm close, so close.”

	Her words were like a spark to dry tinder. He felt his control snap, his carefully constructed restraint crumbling into dust. He thrust into her harder, faster, his movements becoming wilder, more desperate.

	“Come for me, Aster,” he growled. “Come for me now.”

	He felt her body tense as she cried out, her voice a high, keening wail that echoed in the small room. Her release was a violent, shuddering thing, her body convulsing beneath him.

	And then, he was there, right there with her. With a final, desperate thrust, he reached his own climax. His body shuddered, his vision going white as a wave of pure, unadulterated pleasure washed over him. He groaned, his voice raw, primal, and hoarse.

	He collapsed on top of her, his body spent, his breath coming in ragged gasps. He could feel her heart pounding beneath his, a frantic rhythm that mirrored his own. He could feel her chest heaving beneath him, her body still trembling from the force of her release.

	For a long moment, neither of them spoke. There were no words to describe the intensity of what they had just shared, the raw, primal energy that had consumed them both.

	Slowly, gradually, the world began to return to focus. The sounds of the station, the hum of the machinery, the whisper of the wind outside, all seemed to fade back into existence.

	Jove lifted his head, his gaze meeting Aster's. Her eyes were wide, dazed, filled with a mixture of affection and guilty satisfaction. Her lips were slightly parted, her breath still coming in short, shallow gasps.

	He brushed a stray lock of hair from her forehead, his touch gentle, almost reverent. He leaned down and kissed her softly, a tender, lingering kiss that said what words couldn’t.

	“Aster,” he whispered.

	She reached up, her hand cupping his cheek. Her fingers traced the line of his jaw, the curve of his lips, as if she were trying to memorize every detail of his face.

	“Jove,” she said.

	“My Mom and Eve will probably be up soon,” he muttered. “Not that whatever it is we've been doing is anything more than an open secret by now.”

	He let out a sigh as he pulled his boxers back on, feeling oddly pleased by the strange situation that was Termina Station. They were alive, fed, and for the most part, happy.

	Aster's hand lingered on his arm, her touch a silent acknowledgment of the truth in his words. The spell was broken, the outside world beginning to intrude upon their private sanctuary.

	“Right,” she said, her voice still slightly breathless. “Propriety first. We wouldn’t want to earn my sister’s ire fresh out the gate tomorrow.”

	 She sat up, pulling the kimono tighter around her, as if the thin fabric could somehow shield her from the reality that awaited them beyond the confines of the room. 

	A faint smile played on her lips, but her eyes held a hint of apprehension. The easy intimacy they had shared moments ago was already beginning to fade, replaced by the complex web of relationships and responsibilities that defined their lives.

	He shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. He needed to focus, to get a grip on himself before he did something he'd truly regret. He stood up, his legs slightly shaky, and pulled on his boxers.

	“Goodnight, Aster,” he whispered.

	“Goodnight Jovian.”

	


Chapter 3

	Jove’s eyes needed a few seconds to readjust to the hallway's dimness as he slowly made his way back to his own room. A faintly inhuman, but not unkind voice greeted him as he slid his door open.

	“Jovian,” said Andromeda. “You know your mother wouldn't approve.”

	Jove froze, hand still on the door's edge. Andromeda, the station's house AI, spoke to him from the small, almost unnoticeable speaker embedded in the ceiling above him. He hadn’t forgotten about her, but he’d certainly grown too comfortable with her omnipresence, an oversight that, given the circumstances, was as dangerous as it was foolish.

	He took a deep breath, trying to force his mind back into a state of equilibrium. He wasn't just dealing with his aunt, his sister, and his mother’s opinions on his illicit fraternizations. They had an audience, an all-seeing, all-hearing presence that was privy to their every move, their every whispered secret.

	“She wouldn't approve of a lot of things,” he said. He wasn't sure if he was talking to Andromeda or to himself.

	“That is not sufficient reason to disregard her rules as station director,” said Andromeda.

	He glanced back at Aster's door, a sliver of light visible beneath it, a silent testament to the illicit encounter that had just taken place within. He felt a surge of guilt, a pang of shame, but it was quickly overshadowed by a different, more dangerous emotion. Defiance.

	“What are you going to do, Andi?” he asked, his voice taking on a challenging edge. “She basically knows, at this point. What’s telling her about this particular incident going to accomplish other than churn the water?”

	The AI was silent for a moment, the only sound in the hallway the faint hum of the station's systems. When she finally spoke, her voice was calm, measured, devoid of any discernible emotion.

	“My primary function is to ensure the smooth operation of Termina Station and the safety of its inhabitants,” she said. “Your personal relationships are not my concern as long as they don’t veer into affecting the well-being of the others here.”

	Jove let out a short, humorless laugh. “Is that what you think is happening? That if I keep going, I’ll have a negative effect on Aster’s well-being? Are you sure you understand humans as well as you think you do?”

	“You are a variable, Jovian,” Andromeda replied, her tone neutral, matter-of-fact. “Your actions have consequences, both intended and unintended. It is my duty to monitor those consequences and to act accordingly.”

	He knew she was right. He was playing a dangerous game, a game with potentially devastating consequences. But he couldn't stop. He didn’t want to stop. Not yet, at least.

	“Well then, monitor away,” he said, his voice more tired than annoyed. “But be discrete. Especially when it comes to my mother.”

	Another long silence stretched out between them, punctuated only by the rhythmic hum of the station. Jove held his breath, waiting, hoping.

	“I will take your request under advisement,” Andromeda finally said. “However, I cannot guarantee that I will remain silent if I deem it necessary to intervene.”

	It wasn't a yes, but it wasn't a no, either. It was a reprieve, a temporary stay of execution. And for now, that was all he could ask for.

	“I suppose that’s close enough,” he muttered, feeling a wave of exhaustion wash over him.

	He turned and slipped back into his room, closing the door behind him with a soft click. He leaned against the door for a moment, his eyes closed, his mind racing. He knew he was on borrowed time, that he couldn't keep this up forever. Sooner or later, something would have to give.

	With his energy sufficiently drained and put to purpose, Jovian managed to snag a few hours of sleep. It wasn't until the usual time, a little later than normal even, that he heard the door to his room quietly glide open, followed by his mother's voice.

	“There's coffee ready for you, if you're up,” said Kira.

	Jove stirred, the remnants of sleep clinging to him like cobwebs. He blinked, his eyes adjusting to the dim light of his room. His body felt heavy, languid, the satisfying ache of spent passion still lingering in his muscles. He could almost still feel Aster, smell her perfume, taste her on his lips. He stretched, a soft groan escaping his lips as his body protested the movement.

	“Morning,” he mumbled, his voice thick with sleep.

	He sat up, pushing himself up on his elbows, and saw his mother standing by the open door. She was dressed in a pair of dark, form-fitting leggings and a loose, grey sweater that hung off one shoulder, revealing a tantalizing glimpse of smooth skin and the edge of a lacy bra strap. Her red hair was pulled back in a messy bun, a few stray strands framing her face, softening her features. She looked… different, somehow. More relaxed, more open, more… inticing.

	“Breakfast,” she said, her voice soft, almost hesitant. “If you’re hungry.”

	“I'm starving.” He sat up, trying to hide the evidence of his early morning arousal. “Fish and chips again?”

	“I sprung for pancakes for a change,” said Kira. “Variety is the spice of life.”

	“Very true.”

	Jove watched as she came further into the room and shut the door behind her. Kira perched on the edge of his bed, the mattress dipping under her weight. Her knee brushed his thigh through the thin blanket. 

	“Fuel levels stabilized,” she said, fingers tracing the edge of his pillowcase. “We’ve got three weeks before we’ll need another run to Port Sirius. Mango is up and moving again. Pomegranate keeps getting out of his box in the hydroponics lab. Chewed through two tomato plants this morning.”

	“He's such a little menace.” He forced a grin, hyperaware of her proximity. The scent of her shampoo — something sharp and botanical — captured his attention. “Guess he takes after his mother.”

	She leaned closer, inspecting the healing cut on his forehead. “How's this doing.”

	One of her fingers ran along the side of his wound, feeling enticingly hot to the touch. He cleared his throat, suddenly heated and tense for reasons separate from her fussing.

	“It's fine,” he said, quickly.

	“And Aster’s injury? Any redness? Swelling?” 

	“Why ask me?” His words came out too fast, too brittle. “Check her yourself.”

	“I just thought you might know.” She pulled back, smoothing her sweater. “I'll ask her, then.”

	He swung his legs over the side of the bed, blanket pooling at his waist. The morning chill did nothing to soften the obvious tent in his boxers. Kira’s exhale sounded louder than necessary. 

	“Breakfast’s getting cold,” she said, rising with deliberate slowness. Her hip grazed his shoulder as she moved toward the door. “Don’t… take too long.” 

	“I won't,” he said.

	Jove yanked a faded NASA tee over his head, the fabric catching on his sleep-mussed hair. He’d barely stepped into sweatpants when the bathroom door hissed open down the hall. Eve emerged trailing steam, a threadbare towel wrapped under her armpits. Droplets glistened along her collarbone. 

	“Water's lukewarm at best,” she said, squeezing her dark hair. A puddle spread around her bare feet. 

	He leaned against the wall to let her pass. “Wasn't planning on showering.”

	“Might want to consider it soon.” Her nose wrinkled theatrically, but the corner of her mouth twitched. “You're starting to get a touch ripe.”

	“Ever heard of drying off in the stall?” He gestured to the damp trail she left. “You’re flooding the hallway.”

	“Better than fermenting in my bunk,” said Eve. She flicked water at him, the droplets hitting his chest. “Seriously, when’s the last time you changed those sheets?”

	“None of your business.”

	He waited for her to disappear into her room before letting himself consider her point. When had he last changed his sheets, anyway?

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 4

	Jove pushed through the cafeteria door. Steam curled from the carafe in Kira's grip as she poured coffee. Aster straddled a bench beside the table, chin propped in one hand as she watched Mango nursing her kitten. The mother cat sprawled across a heat pad scavenged from the infirmary, tail twitching as Pomegranate suckled her belly.

	“Morning, Jovian.” Aster didn't look up, her thumb stroking the downy fur between Mango's ears. “Come see the miracle of life.”

	Kira's spoon clattered against a stack of plates. “The miracle of life is getting hair on the table we eat off.”

	“Relax, sis,” said Aster, nail tracing the line of the kitten’s spine. “It's educational. He's just so damn cute. Nature's most purrfect design.”

	“Very punny.” Jove met Aster's eyes for an interesting second before diverting his attention toward the sizzle of batter in the kitchen.

	Kira slid a plate across the counter. Syrup oozed between golden pancake layers. 

	“Sit,” she said. “Eat.”

	“It's a little hard to focus on the food over this little guy's thirsty noises,” he said, eyeing the kitten as it greedily sucked down milk.

	“Oh don't be shy, Jovian,” said Aster. “You've seen mammals feed before. Along with nipples.”

	The spatula froze in Kira's hand. “Can we not sexualize breakfast, at least?”

	“Who's sexualizing? I'm appreciating biology.” Aster accepted the coffee mug Jove offered, her fingers lingering against his. “Though I must say, Mango is awfully perky even for a nursing mother.”

	Kira's set down her coffee mug heavily enough to spill a few drops over the side. “Aster. Stop talking and eat your breakfast.”

	Jove sank onto the bench opposite Aster, syrup pooling around his fork. Mango's purr vibrated through the table. Pomegranate detached with an audible pop. Aster giggled, dabbing the kitten's muzzle with her napkin. 

	“Poor thing,” said Aster. “A litter of one and the tap still runs dry.” 

	“His belly looks more than full enough.” Jove smiled as he gave the kitten's swollen abdomen a soft prod with his finger.

	The cafeteria door swung open, bringing a draft of cold air. Eve's wet hair dripped onto her shoulders, darkening patches of her thermal shirt.

	“Breakfast smells good.” She grabbed a plate and started piling it with pancakes.

	“Perfect timing.” Kira wiped her hands on a dish towel. “Once you two finish eating, the solar panels need clearing again.”

	“We just did them yesterday,” said Jove.

	“Yeah, and it’s still so early.” Eve slumped onto the bench next to him. “Can't we do it later? My hair's still wet.”

	“Should've dried it earlier then.” Kira crossed her arms. “The panels are our lifeline.”

	“But it's so cold out.” Jove pushed a piece of pancake through the syrup puddle. “And my shoulders are still sore from fishing.”

	Eve nodded, backing him up. “Plus my knee-”

	“Don't start with the knee.” Kira's voice carried a warning edge. “You seemed fine skiing yesterday.”

	“That's different,” said Eve.

	Jove wolfed down his breakfast and coffee. He resigned himself to the chore, feeling strangely comforted by how regularly his mother demanded it from them. There was a rhythm to life on Termina Station, even if the rest of the world had burned to ashes.

	He reached over to scratch behind Pomegranate's tiny ears one last time. The kitten's belly had swollen to almost comical proportions from his breakfast. Catching Aster's eye, Jove smiled, watching her lips curve up in response. Her fingers brushed against his as she pretended to adjust the heat pad.

	Eve's chair scraped against the floor as she stood. “If we have to do this, we might as well get it over with.”

	Jove pushed back from the table, but Kira's hand caught his arm. He turned to find worry etched across her face.

	“Wait.” She glanced toward the door Eve had disappeared through. “I need to talk to you about your sister.”

	“What's wrong?”

	“She's been turning off her radio during her ski runs,” said Kira. “At first I thought it was just interference from the weather, but Andromeda confirmed she's manually switching it off.”

	“Maybe she just wants some privacy?” 

	“Privacy is fine, but it's dangerous out there.” Kira's voice dropped lower. “Has she said anything to you? About where she goes or what she's doing?”

	Jove shook his head. “We haven't exactly been on the best speaking terms lately.”

	“I know, but...” Kira pressed her lips together. “Something's not right. She's spending more time out there alone, taking longer routes. I can't help feeling she's hiding something.”

	“Want me to try talking to her?”

	“Please. Just... be careful how you bring it up. You know how she gets when she feels cornered.”

	The sound of Eve banging around in the entrance chamber grew louder. 

	“I should go before she blows up,” he said. “I'll see what I can find out.”

	Jove reached the entrance chamber just as Eve yanked open the heavy door. She stormed outside without bothering to close it behind her, letting precious heat escape. 

	“Damn it, Eve.” Jove's fingers burned against the freezing metal handle as he pulled the door shut. The cold had already crept into the chamber, biting at his exposed skin.

	He rushed to layer up - thermal pants, snow pants, thick socks, boots, thermal shirt, fleece, coat. His movements were practiced now, muscle memory from weeks of the same routine. The gear felt both confining and comforting, like armor against the hostile world outside.

	When he stepped out, the freezing Antarctic air greeted him with icy disdain. Eve was already trudging toward the solar array, her boots crunching through fresh powder. The station's exterior lights cast long shadows across their carefully maintained paths — channels they'd dug through the snow and packed down over countless trips.

	The result was something between a Japanese rock garden and an ice maze. Walls of white rose waist-high on either side of the narrow walkways, their surfaces rippled and sculpted by the relentless wind. Icicles hung like crystal daggers from every overhang, catching and fracturing the light. The beauty of it still caught him off guard sometimes, even as the danger lurked beneath the surface.

	Jove followed Eve's tracks, keeping his eyes on the ground. The snow they'd cleared yesterday had been replaced by a fresh blanket, transforming their careful work into an untouched canvas. At least the exercise would warm him up.

	He caught up to Eve as she reached the first row of solar panels. She’d already grabbed a snow rake from the shed and started hacking at the drifted snow, sending plumes of white powder into the air.

	“Rough morning?” Jove asked, grabbing his own rake.

	Eve grunted, not looking at him. “Just peachy.”

	“Mom’s worried about you.” He nudged snow off the edge of a panel, the metal cold even through his gloves.

	“Mom’s always worried,” said Eve. She swung the rake with unnecessary force, the metal scraping against the panel’s surface.

	“Yeah, but this time it feels different.” Jove paused, considering Kira's words. “She said you’ve been turning off your radio.”

	Eve finally stopped to breathe, leaning on her rake. Her blue eyes, the exact shade as their mother’s, narrowed at him. “So, what? You’re spying on me too, now?”

	“No. Just… concerned.” Jove mirrored her stance, the snow rake feeling flimsy in his grip. “She’s just worried you’re going off-grid, literally.”

	“Maybe I like the quiet out there.”

	“Quiet is good, unless something goes wrong. Then quiet is just… gone.” Jove gestured to the desolate landscape surrounding them. “Remember Ryan?”

	A flicker of something crossed Eve’s face — annoyance, maybe guilt? It vanished before Jove could name it.

	“Look, Mom can worry all she wants,” said Eve. “But I’m fine. Okay? If you really want to contribute to my well-being and mood, show your love through Vertimon. Last I checked, you still owe me a rematch.”

	“If you want a rematch, you gotta give me something first,” said Jove. “It's not every day the Vertimon champ graces someone with his time. Especially one who's held the title this long.”

	The pause before Eve's reaction seemed to stretch with tension. Her eyes narrowed, the blue sparking like reflected ice. 

	“Oh, is that so, champ?” she asked, her voice losing its playful edge and gaining something else. “What makes you think I’m begging for your time?”

	Jove felt a surge of something hot and prickly, a mix of annoyance and… something else he didn’t want to name. “Just stating facts. You’re the one bringing it up.”

	Eve took a step closer, her breath misting in the cold air. “Maybe I just wanted to see if you've gotten rusty. Maybe I was feeling generous.”

	Her gaze flicked down, then back up, lingering just a beat too long on his mouth. Jove swallowed, the familiar tension coiling in his gut. This was Eve’s game – push, pull, tease, retreat.

	But before he could respond, her expression shifted again. The challenging edge in her eyes softened, replaced by something almost… eager?

	“Or,” she said. “Maybe I’ll just show you what else I’ve been up to besides leveling my Vertimon team. Want to see where I’ve really been disappearing to?”

	She nodded her head towards the snow-covered landscape beyond the station. 

	Jove hesitated, the sudden change in her mood throwing him off balance. But curiosity tugged at him. “What is it?”

	Eve grinned, a flash of white teeth against her flushed cheeks. “You’ll see. Come on.” 

	She tossed her snow rake back onto the rack, and started walking, not towards the station entrance, but further out, along the narrow path carved into the snowdrift.

	Jove, snow rake forgotten, followed after her. They moved in silence past the solar panels, the wind whipping at their backs. Eve veered off their usual route, leading him around a curve in the snow wall he hadn’t noticed before.

	And then he saw it.

	A ski jump.

	Not some tiny, kid-sized bump. This thing was substantial. A ramp of packed snow, angled sharply upwards, leading to a flattened tabletop and then dropping away into what suddenly looked like a genuinely long, steep slope he hadn’t registered before. It cut a clean line against the white, a man-made intrusion in the stark landscape.

	He stared, dumbfounded. It felt… insane. Utterly, spectacularly random. Here, in the middle of nowhere, at the end of the world. A ski jump.

	But then, in another way, it made perfect sense.

	Cooped up in the station for weeks, the silent hum of the facility the only constant rhythm in their lives. Dealing with… everything. The world they knew gone. Everything they’d taken for granted, disintegrated and pulverized. And Eve… Eve was building something back up. Not civilization, not a future, but… a ski jump. Something tangible, something she could control, something she could throw herself off of and feel the rush, feel alive.

	He totally got it.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 5

	“You built this?” Jove gestured at the ski jump. “Seriously? When?”

	Eve shrugged, feigning nonchalance, though a flush crept up her neck despite the cold. “Few hours here, few hours there. Snow’s pretty cooperative if you know how to ask.”

	Jove circled the jump, tracing its lines with his gaze. It was impressive, more solid and well-constructed than he'd expected. “It's… intense.”

	“Too intense for you, little brother?”

	He bristled at the jab, but the underlying pride in her voice softened the barb. “Not even close. I have a degree in intense. Is it even safe, though?”

	“Safe enough for me.” Eve stepped up to the base of the ramp, testing the slope with her boot. “Unless you're scared?”

	“Scared of what? A little snow ramp?” Jove scoffed, even though a small part of him was genuinely intimidated. He hadn’t been on skis in years, let alone thrown himself off something like that.

	“Then prove it.” Eve's grin widened, challenging. “Race you back to the station. First one there carries the ski gear and sleds.”

	“What?” snapped Jove. “Right now? We haven't even cleared all the panels yet.”

	“Panels can wait.” Eve crouched, gathering a handful of snow. “Adrenaline can't.”

	Before he could react, she launched the snowball. It exploded against his face, cold and wet, stinging his cheeks and plastering snow to his eyelashes.

	“Hey!” said Jove, wiping snow from his eyes.

	Eve was already sprinting away, her laughter echoing behind her. “Too slow, champ!”

	Instinct took over. His adrenaline surged as he chased after her, the earlier chill replaced by a sudden warmth. He gained ground quickly despite her head start, long strides eating up the distance. He could see the bob of her dark hair just ahead.

	With a burst of speed, he lunged, tackling her in a soft heap of snow. They tumbled together, laughing, limbs tangled. Eve's face was flushed, her eyes bright with exhilaration.

	Their laughter died down, fading into breathless silence as they lay close. Jove found himself staring at her, really seeing her for the first time in days. Her blue eyes sparkled with mischief, and her lips curved in an inviting smile, framed by snowflakes clinging to her eyelashes. 

	He couldn’t suppress the urge, fucked up as it was. Leaning down, he brushed his lips against hers, a quick, playful kiss that lingered a beat longer than necessary. Her mouth was cold but softened quickly under his.

	The snow beneath his back was starting to melt, seeping through his layers of clothing. He should pull back. They were outside, freezing, with chores to do. Yet, pulling back felt impossible. The kiss deepened, tongues tangling. Desire, sudden and sharp, jolted through him.

	A snowflake landed on his eyelid, cold and wet, shocking him back to awareness. Eve gasped, pulling back just far enough to break the kiss, her breath fogging the frigid air between them. Her cheeks and lips were flushed, but her eyes held a spark, daring and pleased.

	“Wow,” she said, her voice husky. “Guess you're not completely rusty.”

	Jove grinned, his own lips tingling. He was far from rusty. He was wide awake. Alive in a way he hadn't been in months. He wanted to pull her closer, kiss her again, but the cold was a relentless reminder of their surroundings. His fingers were already starting to ache.

	“You… still owe me a proper rematch later,” she said, her gaze locking with his, a promise hanging between them. “Inside. Where it's warm.”

	“You'll get one,” muttered Jove.

	They burst into the entrance chamber alongside the shift in energy, shedding layers of snow gear like molting animals. The warmth of the station hit him, almost oppressive after the biting air outside. Kira stood waiting, arms crossed, a crease forming between her brows.

	“Radios,” she stated, her voice clipped. “Explain to me why they were turned off.”

	Jove shrugged, meeting her gaze. “Needed to, uh… focus on something for a minute.”

	Eve just avoided eye contact, fiddling with the strap of her helmet.

	He needed to change the subject, fast. “Mom, where do we keep those sleds? The ones for towing?”

	Kira’s gaze sharpened. “Sleds? Why? Where are you going?”

	“We’re going back out,” Jove announced, peeling off his outer gloves. “Not far.”

	“Going back out? Now? You just got back in,” Kira said, genuine puzzlement replacing her annoyance. “And without radios?”

	“We aren't going far,” said Jove. “It's nothing illicit. Eve here built something pretty cool, and we need to test it out.”

	Eve finally looked up, feigning a dramatic eye roll. “Oh, pretty cool? Is that all you got?”

	“Humbling yourself is good for the soul,” said Jove, stepping closer and giving her a playful smack on the rear. “Don’t act like you’re not secretly thrilled with the compliment, dear sister.”

	“I am deeply offended,” she said with mock outrage.

	Before Kira could interrogate them further, Aster strolled into the entrance chamber, eyebrows raised in curiosity. 

	“What’s all the commotion?” asked Aster. “Sounds like you're all having a little too much fun. Fun I’m missing out on, apparently.”

	Jove glanced at Eve and decided her secret wasn't worth anymore friction. “Eve built a ski jump. Want to come see it?”

	“A ski jump?” said Aster. “Eve, you are simply too much, darling. Of course, I want to see it. I want to try it. Let’s get geared up and outside.”

	Kira sighed, but it was clear she'd already been won over by the enthusiasm in the air. Instead of issuing a lecture about wasted time or fuel, she simply smiled, a genuine curve of her lips that reached her eyes. 

	“We'll all head out then,” said Kira. “Assuming you're alright with us joining in on your little project, Eve.”

	Eve looked like she was holding back a smile, almost preening under Kira's usually sparse praise. “I was planning on telling all of you when it was done, anyway. I just wanted it to be my secret little project for a while, you know?”

	They trudged back out into the biting air, crunching through the snow on foot toward Eve’s creation. The ski jump loomed larger up close, sharp angles against the white landscape. Eve positioned herself at the top, skis already clipped in, a spark of pure exhilaration in her eyes.

	“Watch this,” she called, voice carrying easily in the crisp air.

	She pushed off, carving down the slope with practiced ease, gathering speed as she approached the lip of the jump. For a moment, she was airborne, a dark silhouette against the pale sky, skis perfectly aligned, arms outstretched for balance. She landed smoothly, a spray of snow erupting behind her as she skied away, laughing maniacally.

	Jove stared, a genuine smile spreading across his face. He had to admit, it was incredible. Eve was incredible. He’d always known she was a skilled skier, but seeing her here, in this desolate landscape, carving her own fun out of the ice and snow, was something else entirely.

	Aster, beside him, clapped and cheered, but mischief twinkled in her eyes. Scooping up a handful of fresh snow, she aimed for Jove’s open jacket collar.

	“Hey!” Jove laughed and dodged away, but a spray of icy flakes still managed to make contact with his chest. Instinct took over. He reacted before he thought, lunging forward in a playful tackle, mirroring their earlier tumble but this time far more deliberate with his intentions.

	They went down in a tangle of limbs once more laughing. But the laughter quickly morphed into something else. As they wrestled, Jove’s hands found purchase on Aster’s waist, pulling her closer. Her gloved hands settled on his shoulders, not pushing away. Their faces were inches apart, breath mingling in frosty puffs. The game had shifted, the undercurrent of desire rising to the surface.

	His gaze dropped to her lips. He didn’t think, didn’t hesitate. He kissed her. Aster met his lips eagerly, her body softening against his. The playful struggle transformed into a heated press of bodies in the snow. 

	Their kisses deepened, taking precedence over all else, and the cold ground beneath them seemed to melt away as a different kind of heat flared. Jove shifted, his hips instinctively grinding against hers, the friction sending a jolt of pleasure through him, sharpening the desire that thrummed between them.

	“Ahem,” said Kira. “I believe it's someone else's turn.”

	She gestured toward the jump, and Jove finally cleared his throat and pulled back.

	He stood beside Kira as Aster hiked back up the small slope to the jump's peak. She was laughing, a bright sound against the wind’s howl. Eve stood at the bottom, adjusting her skis, watching Aster’s progress with amusement.

	“Think she’ll actually make it to the bottom?” he asked, mostly to break the strained silence between them.

	Kira didn’t answer immediately, her gaze fixed on Aster. “She's… enthusiastic. And you're getting awfully comfortable with her enthusiasm.” 

	The words, though softly spoken, had an edge, and Jove knew exactly what she meant. He shifted his weight, shoving his hands deeper into his pockets. 

	“Aunt Aster’s fun,” he said.

	Kira’s gaze intensified, the pale blue of her eyes sharp even in the muted light. “Fun can be… distracting. And confusing.”

	“Mom…” said Jove, exasperated more than offended. 

	He was trying. He really was. Trying to navigate this twisted family dynamic, trying to keep everyone safe, trying to manage desires that had no right to be there.

	“I know, I know,” said Kira, though she didn't sound like she really did. 

	She glanced back at Aster, who was now perched precariously at the top of the jump, facing downhill, but not on skis.

	“What in the world…?” she muttered, watching as Aster wiggled, settling herself square onto the snow.

	Jove followed her gaze, confused. “Is she...?”

	Before he could finish the question, Aster pushed off, not skiing, but… sliding. She went down the jump on her butt, a ridiculous, slow motion descent that somehow still managed to generate a spray of snow and a shriek of delighted laughter. Eve cheered her on with intense amusement from below, clapping her ski poles together.

	Kira watched, a small, almost imperceptible smile touching her lips. Then, she turned back to Jove, the amusement fading from her eyes. 

	“That fun that has you so enamored with your aunt,” she said. “It’s a dangerous kind of fun, Jove.”

	He met her gaze, letting a hint of the frustration he felt bleed into his voice. “I'm doing my best here, Mom. Maybe if I had… a release valve… again.” 

	The words hung in the cold air between them, a direct call back to the heat of their shared tent on their fishing outing, the stolen touches, the heady pleasure and blurred boundaries. Kira swallowed, her throat working visibly against the layers of her parka. 

	“Maybe,” she whispered, the word barely audible above the wind’s steady whine.

	But it was enough.

	Jove’s excitement spiked, a shot of pure adrenaline that chased away the lingering cold in his fingers. Maybe. It wasn’t a yes, not exactly, but it was lightyears away from a no. Hope flared, hot and insistent. He didn’t dare look directly at her, afraid his expression would betray too much, but his gloved fingers edged closer to hers. He just needed… a touch.

	His knuckles brushed against the back of her hand. Kira didn’t pull away. He pressed a little harder, his fingers settling against hers. For a heartbeat, maybe two, they held hands. Gloved hand in gloved hand, an utterly innocuous gesture, something anyone could see and think nothing of. 

	But it wasn’t innocuous, not to him. Not after their stolen moments, their shared breath, the things they'd done in the near darkness of the tent. It felt perverse, illicit, thrilling in its very wrongness. A forbidden connection humming beneath layers of fabric and pretense.

	“Earth to Jove!” shouted Eve. She skied over to them, kicking up a spray of snow as she braked. “Your turn, little brother. Give me something to laugh at.”

	“Looks like I'm up,” he said, pulling away from his mother.

	“Don't go… too fast,” she said, clearing her throat. “Wouldn't want to bite off more than you can chew.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 6

	It was only as Jove positioned his sled at the top of the slope that he properly recognized the ski jump for the daredevil's challenge it was. From this new height, the jump looked less playful, more like a monstrous tooth jutting from the snow. 

	The slope leading to it appeared steeper and faster than it had from below. Jove hesitated. He glanced down at Aster, Kira, and Eve, tiny figures at the base of the jump. He caught Aster's eye. She offered a bright smile, her teeth flashing white against the red of her lips. Eve stood with arms crossed, a smirk playing on her mouth, and Kira remained an unreadable statue.

	Something childish, some leftover need to prove himself, flared in Jove’s gut. He couldn’t back down now. Not with them watching. He pushed off, the sled's skis catching the slope. Wind whipped at his face, blurring the edges of his vision. The ground rushed up. Fast. Faster. He angled toward the jump, a knot tightening in his stomach.

	He hit the lip of the jump at a bad angle, one edge of the sled catching more air than the other. The world tilted violently. He was airborne, for a split second, imbued with a weird sense of weightlessness, and then gravity slammed him back to earth.

	He landed jarringly hard in an unfortunate way. A sharp crack echoed in the cold air. Pain exploded up his left arm, white hot and blinding. He tumbled, a tangle of lost mittens and limbs, the snow a cold, unforgiving surface. 

	When he finally stilled, a wet warmth trickled down his forehead. He reached up, his fingers coming away sticky and red. His head cut had reopened. He lay there for a moment, breath knocked from his lungs, arm throbbing, and the metallic tang of blood filling his nose.

	Boots crunched in the snow, and then frantic faces swam into Jove’s blurry vision — Kira, Aster, Eve.

	“Don't move,” snapped Kira, her voice tight. “Just stay still.”

	“Easy for you to say,” he muttered, a weak grin tugging at his mouth. “I’m totally good.” 

	He attempted a wave, lifting his left arm. A jolt of fire shot through it, and his grin faltered. The arm flopped back down onto the snow, heavy and useless.

	Aster gasped, placing a hand on her chest. “Jove, your arm…”

	He glanced down. Yeah, that didn’t look right. The angle was wonky, unnatural. He chuckled, a short, breathy sound. 

	“Mostly good,” he muttered.

	“We’re getting you back to the station,” said Kira.

	Eve and his mother each took a side, gently shifting him. Somehow, they managed to maneuver him onto his snowmobile sled. The cold plastic bit into his back even through his layers. He closed his eyes, the world still swimming a little. Someone doubled back for a snowmobile and linked it to the sled. He felt the vibrations running through it as they started moving, a dull buzz against his spine.

	The ride back was a blur of white and wind. He’d open his eyes, catch a glimpse of Kira’s determined face ahead of him, or Aster’s, glancing back with concern, then his eyelids would grow heavy again. 

	Sounds seemed to fade in and out, the snowmobile engine a muffled drone, the wind's distant whisper. He registered the bumps and jolts of the sled, each one sending a dull ache up his useless arm, but it was hazy and muted. Pain felt far away. Mostly, there was a drifting sensation, a floaty lightness behind his eyes, like sinking into a warm bath filled with bubbles.

	“It doesn't even hurt that much,” he muttered.

	“You say that like you think it's a good thing,” said his mother.

	The doors to Termina hissed open, and the relative warmth inside hit Jove like a vibe change. The comfortable air was a blissful contrast to the biting wind outside. His ears popped. Andromeda’s voice, sharp with anxiety, cut through the muffled sounds.

	“Director Faremont, Jovian, Eve, Aster. Jovian’s vitals are elevated. Pulse one-ten, respiration… erratic. Was there an incident? Medical assistance is required. Immediately.”

	Kira’s voice, closer now, still held a strained edge, but with a layer of something softer underneath. “Broken arm, Andi. Head wound reopened. We need to get him to the infirmary.”

	“Infirmary prepped and ready,” said Andromeda. “Pathways illuminated. Please proceed with caution. Jovian, can you hear me? Are you experiencing pain beyond the expected parameters of minor trauma?”

	Jove blinked, trying to focus on the ceiling panels gliding by overhead. He was being carried. He could feel strong arms beneath him, his mother’s and Eve’s he guessed, though everything felt distant. Aster walked beside him, her blonde hair a bright splash of color in his vision. Her face was etched with worry.

	“Parameters,” he mumbled, the words thick and lazy on his tongue. “Guess… parameters… might be exceeded.”

	“Don’t talk, save your breath,” said his mother, her voice nearer to his ear now.

	The infirmary doors slid open. The room swam into view, gleaming steel surfaces and soft lighting. He was gently lowered onto a padded examination table. Cool air touched his face as Eve and Kira shifted their attention in the direction of treatment. The familiar scent of disinfectant tickled his nose.

	“Outer layers first,” said Kira. “Then we need to get the heavy fabrics off. Andi, prep the warming blanket.”

	Andromeda’s soft hum filled the room, emanating from the walls themselves. “Warming blanket already being prepared. Analgesics and anti-inflammatories are ready for administration, Director.”

	Gloves snapped on. Fabric rustled around. His snow pants, his jacket, his sweater, all peeled away, leaving him in just his thermal layers. Even those felt heavy, constricting. Then, those too were gone. He was surprisingly cold now, exposed skin prickling in the infirmary air. The welcome weight of a warm blanket settled over him. A small device appeared near his arm, a gentle hiss of air, and then a prick on his skin. 

	“Painkiller administered,” announced Andromeda. “Fast acting formula, should provide relief within moments.”

	Relief. That was an understatement. The floatiness intensified, a pleasant haze settling over his senses. His arm still throbbed, but it was distant now, subdued, like a dull drumbeat far away. Colors seemed brighter, sounds softer, and the edges of everything blurred. He felt… disconnected.

	“What was that stuff?” asked Jove, his voice thick. 

	Words felt heavy coming out. He blinked, focusing vaguely on the ceiling light directly above. Everything was softly glowing, kind of pleasant.

	“A fast-acting analgesic and anti-inflammatory,” said Kira.

	Andromeda’s voice, smooth and cool, cut in. “Specifically, a tailored mixture of morphine sulfate and a mild tranquilizer, administered intravenously via micro-injector.”

	“Morphine,” echoed Jove, the word rolling around in his mouth like sweet candy. “No wonder I feel so good. I have to say, I like it.”

	Kira’s gaze sharpened as she squeezed his right hand, her grip firm and grounding amidst the floating sensation. 

	“Don’t like it too much, Jovian,” she said.

	Despite the sternness of her warning, her thumb rubbed little circles on the back of his hand.

	Aster leaned in, tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. She pressed a soft kiss to his cheek, lingering there for a beat longer than necessary. Her fingers traced a lazy pattern on his chest, right over his heart. 

	“Oh, darling,” she murmured, her voice low and husky. “Why do you always have to go and get yourself into trouble?”

	Jove blinked slowly at Aster. Trouble? Maybe. But damn, her hand felt good on his chest. Warm. Comforting. And her voice, all soft and husky, sent a pleasant waves flooding through him, even through the morphine haze. 

	“Just having a little fun,” he said, the words thick and mumbled.

	“Fun is an inaccurate descriptor, Jovian,” said Andromeda. “The diagnostic scan indicates a comminuted fracture of the radius and ulna in the left forearm. You will require four to six months of rest and immobilization.”

	“Four to six months?” Jove groaned aloud, picturing himself hobbling around with one useless arm for that amount of time. “Seriously?”

	“Furthermore,” Andromeda continued, unfazed by his protest, “a moderate sprain of the left ankle is also indicated.”

	“Ankle’s fine,” said Jove, trying to wiggle his foot. It throbbed, a dull echo of the arm pain, but nothing he couldn’t handle. “I'll walk it off.”

	Before he could further demonstrate his supposed mobility, Kira’s cool fingers closed around his left ankle. Then, with excruciating gentleness, she prodded it.

	A strained gasp escaped Jove’s lips. A fresh wave of intense, sharp pain shot up his leg, stealing his breath. His vision swam again, the edges of the infirmary tilting. He squeezed his eyes shut against the sudden spike of agony.

	“Fine, is it?” asked Kira. 

	She didn't remove her fingers, their light pressure a constant, throbbing reminder. He opened his eyes to find her staring down at him, her blue eyes sharp and authoritative, all traces of softness from before vanished.

	“You are staying in bed, Jovian,” she stated, each word clipped and precise. “Until Andromeda clears you. That is my order. As the director of this station and as your mother.”

	Jove slouched further into the examination table, the morphine still humming pleasantly in his veins. 

	“Your order,” he muttered, though the words lacked any real bite. “You’re no fun when you’re in survival mode, Mom.”

	Kira’s lips thinned, a tight line in her pale face. “Fun is not exactly my priority at the moment, Jovian. Especially not when my children insist on launching themselves off homemade ski jumps and breaking bones.”

	He knew he was being petulant, childish even, but the drugs made it hard to care. A small, rebellious part of him enjoyed needling her, pushing at the boundaries of her control. 

	“So, what am I supposed to do then?” he asked, gesturing uselessly toward the offending arm. “Just, like, hang out in bed all day? How am I even supposed to get around?” 

	“We'll help you,” said Kira.

	A sudden, unwanted thought wormed its way into his pleasantly numb brain. “Damn it. I really should have showered this morning.” 

	Kira’s expression softened, just a fraction, but it was there. She reached out and laid a hand on his good shoulder, her touch surprisingly light. 

	“We’ll figure it out, Jove,” she said. “We all will. We’ll pitch in. Aster, Eve, Andromeda, even Mango, though she might be limited by her lack of opposable thumbs. Even if it means… helping you shower.”

	Help him shower? The morphine, he figured, had to be playing tricks on him. Or maybe it was some kind of bizarre side effect of the bone-jarring crash. Did mothers typically offer to help their adult sons shower, even if said son was temporarily hobbled?

	His gaze locked with Kira’s. Her blue eyes, usually cool and focused, held a flicker in their depths. Something that wasn't quite concern. Not exactly… motherly. He swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly dry despite the dreamy fuzziness of the drugs.

	His brain, still swimming in pharmaceuticals, began to conjure images. Images he shouldn’t be conjuring about his mother. Water cascading over smooth skin, soap suds slick on curves he knew intimately, the heat of their bodies in the close confines of the shower stall. His skin prickled despite the warm blanket. His breath caught slightly.

	He forced himself to break eye contact, glancing away, anywhere but at her. He focused on the sterile steel of the infirmary equipment, the soft glow of the wall panels, anything to dispel the sudden heat that bloomed in his chest and below. He was lightheaded. It had to be the drugs. And the crash. And the fractured arm. And… his mother.

	“Right,” he mumbled, his voice rougher than he intended. “Help. Yeah. Okay.” 

	Kira’s hand remained on his shoulder, fingers stroking ever so slightly.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 7

	As the situation settled down, the rest of Jove's family dispersed to their various tasks and activities, leaving him alone. Or as close to it as one could be within Termina Station.

	The throbbing in Jove’s arm was a dull roar, a constant reminder of his latest stunt. He hated the feeling, the ache that seeped into his bones, the way it made him feel like a useless liability. Andromeda's arm drone stood vigil nearby, present but statuesque in stillness.

	“Andromeda,” he said, his voice thick, “Any chance of upping the dose?”

	A pause. The whir of internal mechanisms, though silent, felt amplified in the sterile room. 

	“Your current vitals are within acceptable parameters for pain management protocols associated with a fractured radius and minor laceration,” said Andromeda. “Further analgesics are not strictly indicated at this time.”

	Jove groaned, more frustration than pain. “Parameters are merely a starting point, no? I’m hurting here, Andi. Can’t you cut a guy a break?”

	“Pain management is crucial, and the current dosage is calibrated to alleviate suffering without undue cognitive impairment or risk of dependence.” Andromeda’s tone shifted, a subtle inflection he was starting to recognize. “Director Faremont prioritizes resource management. I should confirm current medication rationing directives, considering… prevailing circumstances.”

	Rationing. Right. Everything was rationed now, wasn’t it? 

	“Come on, Andi,” he said, trying for a less demanding tone. “Just a little boost? It can be our little secret. Mom doesn’t need to know.” 

	He offered a weak smile, hoping his charm translated across the physical-digital boundary. Silence stretched again. He could almost see the gears turning in her digital mind. 

	“Such deviations from protocol are… discouraged,” said Andromeda. “However, a fractional increase within acceptable safety margins may be possible.” 

	A moment later, a faint hiss, and the autoinjector arm extended again. A minute prick against his skin, and the cool rush of something easing the edge of the pain.

	“Ah, that's the good stuff,” sighed Jove. “I should be careful. I see why it's so addicting.”

	“Rest assured, Jovian,” Andromeda said, breaking the brief silence. “I will actively monitor your vitals to prevent physiological dependence. Addiction will not be permitted.”

	Enjoy it while it lasts, he thought, interpreting her words more brusquely. Before the attack drones come for us all and we need painkillers for real trauma.

	The enhanced painkiller dose, even fractionally increased, did its job. Jove’s eyelids grew heavy, and the throb in his arm receded to a distant murmur. He drifted off.

	The infirmary dissolved. Sterile white walls gave way to softer yellows, dappled sunlight streaming through a window he hadn't noticed before. The hard cot transformed into a plush mattress. Crisp cotton sheets replaced the cool medical coverings. 

	He was in a real hospital room. Not some makeshift clinic in the Antarctic tundra. A vase of cheerful, brightly colored flowers sat on the bedside table, and the gentle hum of machinery sounded reassuringly medical, not like the constant, low thrum of Termina’s life support.

	Nurses in pastel uniforms bustled in the hallway outside, their soft-soled shoes barely whispering on the polished linoleum. He could hear the murmur of hushed conversations, the periodic beep of monitors. He even thought he smelled coffee. Normal hospital smells, not recycled air and disinfectant. Just an ordinary broken arm. A little inconvenient, but it would heal. Life continued. The world hadn't ended.

	Then, a shadow fell across his face, blocking the imagined sunlight. Eve. She stood at the foot of his bed, her usual ski goggles absent, dark hair loose around her shoulders. She looked… different. Less tense. Almost… concerned?

	“Hey,” she said, her voice softer than he was used to. “How’s the arm?”

	He blinked, struggling to fully surface from the drug-induced haze. His tongue felt thick and unwieldy. He stared at her, the hospital dream still clinging to the edges of his vision. 

	“Eve?” he muttered. “You’re… here? Surprised… you found the time around your schedule.”

	“My schedule?” chuckled Eve.

	“The training camps,” he said. “Competitions.”

	Eve’s brow furrowed, a hint of the old competitive fire flickering in her eyes but quickly extinguished. She perched carefully on the edge of the cot, avoiding his injured arm. “Guess those training camps got put on hold when, you know, the world ended. Not that I'd be doing many of them anyway with my knee.”

	“Oh,” said Jove, the word hanging there, heavy with a quick stab of stupid guilt. 

	The drugs had jumbled his memory of her. Or, maybe, he had subconsciously shoved it aside, the image of Eve always so relentlessly energetic, so Eve, that it was easy to overlook how the context of the world had changed her.

	Silence descended on the room, a low-pressure system of awkwardness. It felt colder than the Antarctic wind outside, a chill between them that had nothing to do with the station’s struggling climate control.

	Eve’s shoulders loosened slightly. The sharp edges of her expression softened, and the corner of her mouth quirked up, just a fraction, but enough to tell him that she had something on her mind.

	“Don’t think you’re off the hook for that rematch, little brother.” Her voice regained some of its usual teasing lilt. “Just because you went and broke yourself doesn’t mean you get a stay of execution.”

	Jove snorted, unable to fully suppress a grin despite the pain throbbing in his arm. “Rematch? Please. I’ll beat you one-handed. In a hospital bed. Blindfolded, even. Think of the embarrassment when I wipe the floor with you while handicapped like this.”

	Eve rolled her eyes, but a genuine smile tugged at her lips. “Right, tough guy. We’ll see about that. Think you can even hold your phone steady enough through the throbbing pain?”

	“Please.” He wiggled the fingers of his good hand for emphasis. “Tis but a scratch. Purely a cosmetic injury. My gaming thumb is pristine, baby.” 

	Eve chuckled, the sound lighter and less brittle than it sometimes was. “Cocky much? Someone’s medication is kicking in. Let's get this humiliation over with. Your phone’s in your room, right? Be back in a sec.”

	She returned moments later, Jove’s phone in hand. She tossed it gently onto his lap, her fingers brushing his for an instant, a fleeting warmth that sent a little burst of electricity down his arm despite the drugs. He couldn’t tell if it was intentional or not, but the eye contact lingered just a hair too long.

	“Here you go, champ.” Her voice was low, almost a murmur. “Don’t strain yourself too badly with all that winning you’re gonna be doing.” 

	There was a definite smirk playing on her lips now, along with a playful lightness in her eyes that he hadn't seen often enough lately.

	He grabbed the phone, his fingers clumsy but functional. Vertimon loaded quickly. He tapped the screen, initiating a match request towards Eve’s profile, which he could see was already online and waiting expectantly.

	The familiar arena loaded, pixelated landscapes shifting into place. He chose his team, his fingers surprisingly nimble despite the morphine haze clouding his brain. 

	“Alright, sis,” he said, meeting her gaze, a real grin spreading across his face. “Prepare to eat digital dust.”

	The battle started. And something strange happened.

	He was actually… doing well. Unusually well. His moves, though a little slower than normal, were strategically sound. He was anticipating Eve’s attacks, countering with surprising precision. He eliminated two of her Vertimon in quick succession, his health bar barely taking a hit.

	Eve’s avatar stumbled on the screen, making a rash, illogical move. Another of her creatures fell. Jove narrowed his eyes, focus sharpening despite the lingering druggy fog. This wasn’t right. Eve was good. Really good. She didn't make mistakes like this.

	“Hold up.” He paused the game midbattle and looked directly at Eve. “Are you… throwing this?”

	“Throwing it? What are you talking about?” Her voice came out a note too high, the denial too quick.

	Jove kept his gaze steady, studying her. He knew Eve. He knew the way she looked when she was being sincere in both victory and defeat.

	“Come on,” he said, softer now, but firm. “Don’t insult us both. You’re playing like trash.”

	Eve’s forced breezy smile faltered. She looked away, anywhere but at him, focusing on some point on the infirmary wall. “Maybe I’m just… off my game today. Happens, right? Everyone has an off day.”

	“Not you,” Jove countered, his voice flat. “Not when it comes to Vertimon. Not usually anything you’re good at.”

	The silence returned, heavier this time. Eve’s gaze dropped further, studying her phone screen like it held the secrets of the universe.

	“I don’t want your pity, Eve,” he said. 

	The words came out rougher than he intended, but they were undeniably true. Pity was the last thing he wanted. Especially from her.

	Eve’s head snapped up then, her blue eyes flashing. “Pity? This isn’t pity. It’s just… I knew you were gonna eat it on that jump. Seriously, Jove. I barely even landed it myself clean. First time I tried, I almost wiped out worse than you did.”

	She paused, the fire in her eyes dimming slightly, replaced by a flicker of something else. Regret? Maybe even… guilt?

	“Part of me kinda wanted to see you crash,” she admitted, with a guilty sigh. “Not like… get hurt, obviously, but… you know. Wipe that smug look off your face for once.”

	He didn't say anything, wasn't sure how to react, let alone which words might fit said unspecified reaction. Eve took a breath and let it out slowly, her shoulders relaxing just a fraction. 

	“So yeah,” she said, her gaze drifting to somewhere past his shoulder, “I saw, like, a million chances to yell, warn you, something. Before you went flying off that thing. I just… didn’t. You broke your arm because of me.”

	Jove fixed Eve with an exaggeratedly icy glare, the kind he usually reserved for Aster when she was being particularly outrageous. But inside, a strange mix of emotions churned. Annoyance, yes, at her confession and the weird almost-apology. But also… something else. A flicker of… what? Relief? That maybe it wasn't entirely his own fault, his own stupidity? Or maybe just the simple, strange sensation of Eve admitting fault at all.

	He stabbed his thumb at the Vertimon screen, unleashing his last creature’s special attack. A flurry of pixels, victory music chimed, tinny and anticlimactic. 

	“Guess that’s game.” He kept his voice flat. “Pity win. Thanks for throwing it. Really boosted my morale.”

	Eve’s lips thinned, but she didn't rise to the bait. “It’s not about the game, Jove.”

	“No shit,” he muttered, tossing the phone onto the cot beside him. “And it doesn’t actually matter, Eve. I’m the one who launched myself off that ridiculous pile of snow. I made the call. I get to deal with the busted arm.”

	“Oh, you’ll deal with it,” said Eve, leaning in, her face suddenly sharp again. “But it’s not just you dealing with it, is it? Think bigger than your bruised ego, for once, little brother. What happens when Victor comes sniffing around again, huh? Or if another goddamn storm rolls in and we need to clear the panels and the sleds get iced up? We lose a person with you injured, Jove. A person who we need.”

	He bristled at that. “Hey, I’ll heal.”

	“I know.” Eve moved closer, her voice softening again, but still holding an undertone of something he couldn’t quite name. “You always do. It's just…” 

	She leaned in even closer, her breath ghosting against his cheek. Then, quick as a spark, she pressed her lips to his.

	The kiss was brief, not lingering, not overtly sexual. But it was a kiss. Eve, his sister Eve, kissing him. His mind stuttered to a halt, every logical circuit in his brain momentarily overloaded.

	And then Aster's voice, suspiciously light and honeyed, cut through the stunned silence. 

	“Sorry, am I interrupting?”

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 8

	“Aunt Aster…”

	Jove had no idea what to say, and from the look of it, neither did Eve. Aster strode into the infirmary, once more wearing the robe she'd had on that morning, blonde hair as messy as her apparent mood. She didn't look angry, not exactly, but he could tell how much simmered beneath the surface.

	“Well, look at this.” Aster leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, a smirk playing on her lips. “Seems like you’ll have plenty of… support, in the coming days. And weeks. Lucky you.”

	Jove knew what she meant, of course. Support, with a capital S, and a side of unspoken accusation. It was classic Faremont emotional maneuvering, a sideways swipe instead of a direct hit. He felt a flush creep up his neck. 

	Their family specialized in these passive-aggressive skirmishes. Feelings got dismissed, incidents glossed over, all in favor of some semblance of surface peace. Just sweep it under the rug, pretend nothing happened.

	Eve, predictably, bristled. “I was just... checking on Jove. I have no idea what you're implying.”

	Aster just smiled, all innocent blonde charm as she pushed off the doorframe, sauntering further into the infirmary, closer to Jove's bed. 

	“Nothing, darling,” she said. “Just admiring the… familial concern. It’s touching. You’re going to be very well looked after, Jovian. I can just tell.”

	“Cut it out, Aster,” he muttered, hating the heat rising in his face. He shifted uncomfortably on the bed, the sling feeling suddenly restrictive.

	“Cut what out?” Aster’s voice dripped with mock sweetness, dragging each syllable out like warm taffy. “Just stating the obvious. You’re surrounded by… loving caregivers.”

	Eve scoffed, turning away, arms crossed tightly. “Whatever. I’m gonna go check on the cats.” 

	She stalked out of the infirmary without another word. Aster watched her go, then turned back to Jove, her expression softening slightly, though the teasing edge in her eyes remained. 

	“Temper, temper,” she said. “Seems like someone’s in a mood.”

	“Just drop it, Aster,” he said, the throbbing in his arm intensifying. He was tired, and as much as it thrilled him at times, the weirdness of their blurred relationships currently wasn't helping.

	Aster sighed dramatically, but finally backed off. “Fine, fine. Consider it dropped. But really, Jovian, between your mother and your sister, and me? You’re going to be positively drowning in attention.” 

	“I'll manage,” he said. “There's enough of me to go around, especially when I'm trapped in bed.”

	“Good to know.” With a final wink, she straightened up. “See you later, darling.”

	Jove sighed, the sound escaping him without intention. A throbbing pulse radiated from his arm, a dull ache that seemed to echo the sharper sting in his forehead. He felt like a collection of bruised and battered parts, loosely assembled and held together by painkillers that were starting to lose their edge.

	“Andromeda?” he called out. “Could I get a little more… morphine?”

	Silence. For a moment, he thought perhaps she hadn’t heard him. Maybe she was busy with station functions, now that the immediate situation seemed resolved.

	“Andromeda?” He repeated, a little louder this time.

	“Checking with the director,” Andromeda’s calm, measured voice finally responded. “Director Faremont must authorize any further dispensation of controlled substances beyond the initial dosage protocol.”

	Jove groaned, letting his head fall back against the pillow. Of course. Rules. Protocols. Even when you felt like you’d been tossed down a mountain and then dragged behind a snowmobile for good measure, there were always rules.

	A minute ticked by, stretching into what felt like a small eternity. Then, the door to the infirmary slid open. Kira stood there, filling the doorway. Her expression was initially stern, the same no-nonsense look she probably wore when addressing station personnel, or, often enough, him. 

	But then her gaze landed on him in the bed, sling prominently displayed, bandage on his forehead still stark white against his skin. He saw something shift in her face, something like… concern? Pity? He wasn't sure which was worse.

	He straightened his jaw, pushing back against the rising tide of self-pity. He wouldn’t let himself wallow. Not for a second.

	“Andromeda informed me that you requested more morphine,” said Kira.

	“Yeah, Mom, I’m in pain.” Jove didn't try to hide the edge in his voice. His arm throbbed, a steady insistent pulse that radiated up to his shoulder and down to his fingertips. “Surprise, surprise.”

	Kira’s expression didn’t soften. “Andromeda administered the standard post-injury pain protocol. It should be effective for several more hours. Requesting another dose this soon borders on drug-seeking behavior, Jovian.”

	Jove stared at her. “Drug-seeking? Mom, I just broke my arm.”

	“And you’ve received appropriate medication.” Kira’s tone was firm, rational, utterly unyielding. It was the research director voice, the one that brooked no argument, no emotional appeals. “You need to eat something. The painkillers are more effective with food in your system.”

	“I’m not hungry,” said Jove, even as his stomach gave a small, traitorous grumble.

	“Nonsense.” 

	Kira turned and exited the infirmary. She returned moments later, carrying a tray. She set it down on the bedside table with a clatter. Fried fish, its crispy breading golden brown, sat beside a mound of kale salad glistening with dressing. The aroma, surprisingly, made his mouth water despite his earlier protestations.

	He picked up the fork with his right hand and speared a piece of fish. He took a bite. It was good. Really good.

	He ate in silence for a few minutes, hunger overriding his annoyance. The fish was flaky and flavorful, the kale salad crisp and tangy. He was hungrier than he’d realized. He sighed, placing the fork down for a moment.

	“Going to watch me finish every bite, Mom?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

	A faint smile touched Kira’s lips, softening the hard lines around her mouth. 

	“Maybe,” she said, her eyes meeting his. “You can’t exactly stop me if I choose to, can you?”

	“Unfortunately true,” he muttered.

	“Are Aster and Eve mad at each other, or are they mad at you?” asked Kira.

	“A little of column a and b.”

	“Should I even ask?”

	Jove shrugged and shook his head simultaneously. Kira's expression softened, and she set his tray aside for him as he finished his food. She leaned closer, giving one exaggerated sniff that seemed somehow scientific.

	“You smell like sweat, Jovian.” Kira wrinkled her nose, though her tone remained gentle. “You need a shower.”

	“I’m aware,” he mumbled, glancing down at himself. 

	He could smell it too, which was never a good sign. A mix of exertion, stale sweat, and something vaguely medicinal from the infirmary. A shower sounded amazing. Actually getting in one, however… that was another story. With one good arm, and a recently fractured other? He wasn’t even sure how he’d manage to wash his hair, let alone everything else.

	As if reading his mind, Kira stood up and let out a dutiful sigh. “I’ll be right back.”

	She left the infirmary, and Jove was left alone with the quiet hum of the station systems. He stared up at the ceiling, trying to picture the logistics of showering in his current state. Maybe he could just lean against the wall, use the shower head like a… bidet on steroids? The whole thing sounded exhausting.

	The door slid open again, and Kira returned. In her hands, she carried a large bucket filled with steaming water, a fluffy tan sponge floating on the surface, and a thick towel draped over her arm.

	Jove blinked. “Uh, Mom…”

	A strange heat bloomed in the small infirmary. Kira softly closed the door behind her with her foot. The click of the latch echoed in the sudden charged silence.

	Kira held his gaze, an odd intensity in her pale blue eyes. Her mouth tightened for a moment, as if she were reining in a stray expression. She finally spoke, her voice a little lower, a little rougher than usual.

	“You’ll need help,” she stated, matter-of-fact, but the room felt heavy with something unspoken. “For the time being, at least. With your arm like that.”

	Her eyes flickered down to his sling and back up again, her composure a visible act of will. The silence stretched, amplified by the hum of the station and the faint echo of his pulse in his ears.

	“It’s… no big deal,” said Kira, a touch too quickly, like she needed to fill the space before it filled itself. “Just practical. And there’s really no way around it. So I don’t want to hear you complaining.”

	Jove swallowed. Complaint was the furthest thing from his mind. A weird flutter sparked in his chest, a nervous, jittery excitement that was entirely inappropriate and definitely unwelcome. 

	“It wouldn't change anything if I did,” he said. “I need to get clean, and if someone has to help with that… I don't mind it being you.”

	Kira set the bucket on the floor. Warmth radiated from the water's surface in visible tendrils as she squeezed the sponge. “I'll be as careful as I can with your arm. Let me know if I do anything that hurts.”

	“Sure.”

	Her fingers moved to the hem of his shirt. Every knuckle brushed his abdomen as she peeled fabric upward. Jove's breath caught when cool infirmary air met his stomach. She leaned forward as she carefully pulled his shirt up and over his head, strands of red hair grazing his jawline. 

	Jove’s breath caught as Kira tossed his shirt onto a nearby chair. She turned to the bucket, dipping the sponge in the steaming water, wringing it out with a practiced twist of her wrist. The movement pulled the fabric of her own shirt taut across her chest, outlining the swell of her chest. He averted his eyes, focusing on the ceiling instead. This was his mother, he reminded himself. This was just… practical assistance.

	“Socks next,” Kira said, her voice brisk, as though she were instructing a subordinate rather than performing an intimate act of care. 

	Jove felt a strange mix of relief and disappointment at the clinical tone. It made things easier, certainly, less fraught. But a part of him, a rebellious, stupid part, wanted her to acknowledge the weirdness, the tension humming about.

	He lifted his good leg slightly, granting her access. Kira knelt, her movements efficient, all business. First one sock, then the other, peeled away and dropped unceremoniously to the floor. Her fingers brushed his ankles, sending blood rushing to places that he hoped she didn’t notice.

	She straightened, sponge dripping warmth onto the cold infirmary tiles. Her gaze flickered over him, a quick, assessing glance. Then, without further preamble, she reached for his belt buckle.

	“Mom, I can do that,” said Jove, his voice coming out a little higher than he intended. 

	He reached for the buckle with his good hand, but Kira’s hand was already there, her fingers deft and sure as she unfastened the leather.

	“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said, her tone still brisk, but a faint flush was now visible on her cheeks. “Just relax.”

	Relax? Easy for her to say. He was half-naked in an infirmary with his mother, who was currently undoing his pants. Relaxation was, at this moment, a theoretical concept, an unreachable ideal floating somewhere far beyond the magnetic south pole and his rapidly escalating pulse.

	Kira tugged at his pants, sliding them down his legs, the fabric whispering against his skin. Jove shifted uncomfortably, the sling on his arm pulling awkwardly as he lifted his hips to help. The cold air prickled at his exposed skin, a stark contrast to the warmth emanating from the bucket of water.

	“So, how's the kitten?” Jove asked, trying to steer his thoughts away from the intimacy of the moment. His voice sounded a little too casual, even to his own ears.

	Kira wrung out the sponge, droplets splashing onto the floor. “Mango's taking to motherhood well. Aster's been doting on them. It's... quite the sight.”

	She began to sponge his chest, the warm water a soothing contrast to the chill of the room. The sponge glided over his skin, leaving a trail of heat that made Jove's breath catch. He tried to focus on her words, on the mundane topic of the cats, but his mind kept drifting to the soft pressure of the sponge, the way Kira's hands moved with practiced ease.

	“That's good,” he managed, his voice a little rougher than he intended. “Hope the little one's healthy.”

	Kira nodded, her eyes focused on her task. “Seems to be. It's not as though Pomegranate is lacking for attention, adorable as he is.”

	The sponge moved lower, tracing the line of his abdomen. Jove's muscles tensed involuntarily, a strange mix of anticipation and embarrassment flooding him. He tried to focus on the ceiling, the bland infirmary tiles, anything but the way Kira's hands were inching closer to his crotch.

	“How's the pain?” Kira asked, her voice steady, but there was a tightness around her eyes that Jove couldn't miss.

	“Not too bad,” he said. “It's more manageable when I think about… other things.”

	The sponge dipped lower, skimming the edge of his boxers. Jove felt a familiar heat stirring, an erection starting to press against the fabric. He tried to shift his hips subtly, to hide his reaction, but the movement only drew Kira's attention.

	“Well, you need rest,” Kira said, her voice softer now, almost a murmur. “Let's get you cleaned up so you can relax.”

	The sponge resumed its path, the warmth seeping deeper into his skin, the tension between them growing with each passing second.

	Jove's heart raced as the sponge dipped lower, its warmth spreading across his skin. He tried to focus on the ceiling, the bland infirmary tiles, anything but the way Kira's hands were inching closer to his crotch. Yet, despite his best efforts, he felt an all too familiar stirring of heat and need.

	Kira continued her task, her movements methodical and efficient. But as the sponge grazed the edge of his boxers, Jove's body betrayed him. The fabric strained against his growing arousal, impossible to ignore. He shifted uncomfortably, trying to hide his reaction, but the movement only drew Kira's attention.

	She paused, the sponge hovering just above his thigh. Her eyes met his, a flicker of something unreadable passing between them. The air felt charged, the small talk about the cats suddenly inadequate to fill the space.

	“Jovian,” Kira said, her voice soft but steady, breaking the tense silence. “I should clean all of you.”

	Before he could respond, she reached for the waistband of his boxers. Jove's breath caught as she tugged them down, exposing him completely. The cool air of the infirmary contrasted sharply with the heat of his skin. Kira dipped the sponge back into the bucket, wringing it out with a practiced motion.

	She started at his body, the warm water trailing down his skin. Slowly, deliberately, she moved the sponge towards his crotch. Jove's erection throbbed under her gaze, growing even harder as she approached. He couldn't look away from her face, from the strange, erotic expression that crossed her features as she began to dab at him with the sponge.

	The touch was gentle, almost teasing, and Jove felt a groan building in his throat. He bit it back, but his hips twitched involuntarily, seeking more of the tantalizing contact. Kira's eyes locked onto his, her expression a mix of clinical detachment and something far more primal.

	Kira's hand dipped back into the bucket, cleaning the sponge again. She squeezed out more soap onto it, the liquid dripping down onto his skin as she resumed her slow, deliberate strokes across his chest and abdomen. The warmth of the water mixed with the heat of her touch, creating a heady sensation that made Jove's head spin.

	Her hand moved lower, the sponge now just above his erection. Jove's breath stalled in his throat, his body tensing in anticipation. Kira watched him, a silent question in her gaze before she finally set the sponge aside. Her fingers, slick with soap, wrapped around his member.

	“How's this?” she asked, her voice low and husky as she began to stroke him slowly.

	“Oh fuck, Mom,” Jove gasped, the words slipping out before he could stop them. His hips bucked involuntarily, seeking more of her touch.

	Kira's strokes grew faster, her grip firm and sure as she worked him over. 

	“I know you still need that release valve on occasion, Jovian,” she murmured, her eyes never leaving his. “It's okay.”

	The sensation was overwhelming, her hands moving with practiced ease, driving him closer and closer to the edge. The tension in his body built, his muscles tensing as he tried to hold back the inevitable. But with each stroke, Kira pushed him further, her touch both soothing and maddeningly intense.

	Finally, the pressure became too much. With a groan that echoed in the small infirmary, Jove came, his release spilling over Kira's hand as waves of pleasure crashed through him.

	“Whoa…” he muttered. “That was…”

	“Just getting you clean.” His mother switched gears smoothly, shifting to washing suds off his still spurting cock as though it was no different from any other part of his body.

	“Do I get a bath every day?” he asked.

	“Watch it,” she said, voice coy enough to leave it an open question.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 9

	Jove managed to get some sleep, spirits buoyed, despite his bed-bound situation. He wondered if perhaps that was what his mother had intended with what she'd done. Shock and awe treatment to help him coast through the first few hours of his bed sentence.

	He knew it would be quite a long while before he was both walking and productive again. Eve had made a serious point. Termina Station was now down a set of hands, possibly a critical set of hands. He was the one pulling the trigger with the most ease when the other survivors gave them trouble. Who would step up to do that now?

	Sleep tugged at Jove for a decent spell. He hadn’t realized how truly exhausted he was. When he opened his eyes, the infirmary’s soft lighting was still on. He blinked, oriented himself to the dull ache throbbing in his arm and head. Yep, still there.

	A tiny meow broke the quiet. Jove shifted his gaze. Pomegranate stood at the edge of the bed, regarding him with wide, curious eyes. The kitten was small enough that the bed’s height seemed a significant obstacle for it. Undeterred, Pomegranate took a running leap, hitching onto the blanket. 

	He missed the first time, paws sliding uselessly on the fabric, then tried again with a determined little growl. This time, tiny claws found purchase. He hauled itself up inch by scrambling inch, front paws then back, until finally, in a moment of feline glory, he tumbled onto the mattress beside him.

	The kitten seemed to puff out his chest as it strutted across Jove's bed, a miniature lion surveying its kingdom. Pomegranate settled onto his blanket-covered chest, a warm, vibrating weight. Then he started to knead, tiny paws rhythmically pushing into the fabric, retracting claws just before they snagged. A soft purr rumbled through his small form.

	Finally, Pomegranate stilled his paws. He tilted his head, studying Jove’s face. Then, with surprising speed, he reached up and licked the small scratch above his eyebrow, the one he’d reopened on the ski jump. The tiny pink tongue was rough, a surprising rasp against his skin. An unfamiliar warmth spread from the point of contact, through his skin and beyond, like a comforting heat blooming from within.

	He brought his fingers up to the spot and gently rubbed it, feeling nothing off beyond the underlying rawness of his injury. Pomegranate curled up into a circle on his chest, and obeying the law of sleeping cats, Jove did his best to hold position and allow the little guy some sleep.

	The easiest way to do that, it seemed, was to join him. Jove slipped off into a comfortable, though not deep sleep. From the very start of his shift in consciousness, he was aware of something off, as though his senses were primed in a way that ran contrary to the rambling morass of his usual dreamscape.

	He drifted, not quite asleep, not quite awake, into a space that felt more like a sensation than a place. It was cold, but not the biting Antarctic cold. This felt like the cold of space, vast and empty. Yet, somehow, he moved within it, gliding without friction or effort.

	Around him, pinpricks of light dotted the black void. Millions of them, maybe billions. Most were faint, just barely there, like embers fading to ash. Scattered among these dying lights were clusters, brilliant and dense, burning with an intensity that made the rest seem insignificant. Two groupings in particular blazed brighter than any of the others, pulling his attention.

	He moved closer to one of the brighter clusters without conscious effort. As he approached, the pinpricks sharpened into coherent shapes. Lines, grids, intricate webs of connection. It was like looking at a city from space at night, if that city was built of pure, raw data. He could sense a kind of activity there, pulses of energy flowing along those lines, like blood through veins. It felt… alive, but alien. Coldly logical.

	He shifted his focus to the other bright cluster, distant but equally vibrant. This one had a different feeling, a different rhythm. Where the first cluster was sharp lines and angles, this one pulsed with curves, organic and flowing, almost like breathing. It felt… different. Not exactly opposed, but certainly separate, existing in its own sphere, with its own rules.

	Jove floated in the space between them, a silent observer. He wasn’t sure what he was observing. He only knew that it was immense, incomprehensible in its scale, ancient and new all at once. A vast, silent landscape of light and shadow, cold and energy. He had no idea where he was, or how he got there, but a strange sense of recognition flickered at the edge of his awareness. As though, on some level, he’d always known this place existed.

	A voice, thin and reedy, cut through the silence. Nasal but somehow familiar, the sound seemed to vibrate more in his skull than reach his ears.

	“Jo-vian…”

	It came again, a little louder this time. “Jovian.”

	Andi. That was Andromeda’s voice. But how? Where…

	Jove focused, trying to will his senses into order. The pinpricks of light around him seemed to move, not randomly, but with purpose. Some dimmed, others flared. Slowly, shapes began to emerge from the chaos. Faint, ethereal forms at first, like vapor condensing in freezing air.

	Numbers. He saw them now. Faint zeros and ones, drifting and swirling amongst the lights. They didn’t stay still. Instead, they flowed and shifted, like wind-blown snow taking shape then dissolving, only to reform again moments later. 0101… 1001… The binary danced around him, a silent, coded language carried on currents he couldn’t feel.

	And then, in the distance, he saw her. A silhouette against the star-like field, feminine in shape, somehow both impossibly large and intimately small at the same time. It shimmered, an outline composed of those same tiny glowing dots— 0s and 1s woven together.

	“Andi?” he called out, his voice sounding oddly loud in the quiet expanse. “Andromeda? Is that you?” 

	Why was she in his dream? This had to be a dream, right?

	The figure turned. It began to move toward him, gliding across the void as effortlessly as he himself seemed to. Closer and closer it came until it stood before him, the binary glow resolving itself into the familiar shape of Andromeda, if Andromeda was rendered in faint starlight.

	A hand, formed of the same ethereal light, rose and touched his face. Cool, not cold, it rested against his cheek. Then, the figure that looked like Andi shook its head, slowly, sadly.

	“No…” Her voice was quiet now, directly in his mind. “No, you can’t be here.”

	“What do you mean?” asked Jove, confusion warring with a growing unease. Her words felt wrong, out of place in this strange, silent realm. “Where am I?”

	Instead of answering, Andromeda turned, her binary form shifting its focus to one of the distant, brighter clusters. The cluster he’d felt was… colder, sharper. The one that felt like lines and grids.

	As she watched, a change rippled through the distant lights. The ordered pinpricks coalesced, reforming. Not into a city now. Something else. Something… darker.

	A shape began to grow from the cluster, extending outwards into the void. It was massive, slow at first, but gaining speed. A form taking shape out of pure light, or perhaps, the absence of it. It stretched, elongated, resolving itself into fingers, a palm, a wrist.

	A hand. Vast and malevolent, a giant hand made of shadow and cold light was reaching for him out of the digital darkness.

	Andromeda screamed. Not a sound that reached his ears as much as a raw surge of distress that slammed into his mind, a wave of pure fear. She threw herself forward, between Jove and the approaching hand, her arms outstretched. A futile gesture of protection against something so vast, so clearly beyond her.

	“No!” she shrieked, her binary form flickering wildly. “No, get away from him!”

	As the hand loomed closer, impossibly huge, blotting out the faint starlight behind it, Jove felt it. Not cold, not like the dreamscape. Heat. An intense, searing heat that bloomed in his chest, spreading outwards, consuming him. It felt like burning, skin blistering, muscles searing, bones turning to ash.

	He gasped, stumbled back, though there was nothing to stumble against in this void. The heat intensified, blinding, unbearable.

	Jove’s eyes snapped open.

	He was back in the infirmary. Pomegranate was still curled on his chest, a warm, breathing weight. The soft lights of the room hummed quietly. His arm throbbed steadily.

	He was drenched. His boxers were soaked, clinging to his skin. Cold sweat plastered his hair to his forehead. The air in the infirmary felt biting cold against his suddenly feverishly chilled skin.

	Jove fought for air. Lungs burned, each breath shallow and ragged. Confused and unnerved, he stared up at the infirmary ceiling, the memory of the dream-space fading with every gasp. 

	He swiped a hand across his brow, finding it slick with moisture. Damn it. He was soaked again. All that effort his mother had put into cleaning him up with the sponge bath, gone to waste in one night.

	A petulant thought drifted into his head. Maybe another bath wouldn't be so bad. The idea lingered for a beat, a small, devious seed taking root. He could request another sponge bath if he had a justifiable reason, couldn't he? Kira wouldn't refuse, especially now, after…

	The thought trailed off, replaced by a far more surprising realization.  His arm. The dull throb that had been a constant companion since the jump was… muted. He flexed his fingers experimentally. Nothing. No sharp bursts of pain, just a faint echo of soreness. He shifted his leg under the blanket, wiggling his ankle. The swelling, the tight, throbbing ache that had made even the slightest movement a misery – was completely gone. Vanished.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 10

	Jove's breath stuttered in his chest, not from exertion, but from surprise and relief. Andromeda must have misdiagnosed his injuries. Thinking of the AI brought him back to the surreal dream, what he'd seen, what she'd shouted. He took another breath and did a circle with his ankle, once more confirming a complete lack of pain or swelling induced restriction.

	“Andromeda,” he muttered aloud. “I feel better.”

	He remembered the kitten as he shifted sideways in the bed. He lowered his feet to the floor and made an attempt at standing. It went fine, both ankles and legs nearly indistinguishable from one another in terms of feeling.

	“Hey, Andi?” called Jove. “Should you like, run another scan? See where I'm at with healing? I feel unexpectedly whole and hearty.”

	Silence met his questions. He frowned. Andromeda, even when curt, always responded. The familiar hum of the station was still present, the low thrumming that had become background noise to his life inside these metal walls. But Andromeda's voice, the calm, steady presence, was absent.

	He tilted his head, listening harder, trying to discern if anything was different, if the hum had changed in a way his injured ears couldn't properly register. Nothing jumped out. Still, the lack of response from Andromeda sat wrong in his gut.

	Jove started to turn toward the infirmary door, intending to head to the command center, maybe see if she was running diagnostics from there. He took a step, then another, pivoting on the balls of his feet.

	Out of nowhere, a shrill clamor ripped through the station, a sound so loud it made his teeth ache. Termina's emergency alarm. It blared, echoing in the confined space of the infirmary, bouncing off the metal surfaces, an insistent, deafening scream that drowned out the underlying hum and stole all other thought.

	Terror, cold and sharp, pierced through Jove. The alarm. It could mean only one thing. Attack. They were under attack. His blood ran cold despite the lingering heat of the weird dream. He was trapped. Injured. Useless.

	No. Not injured. He wiggled his fingers, flexed his arm, rotated his shoulders. The phantom ache that had shadowed his movements was gone. He was healed. It was unexpected, paradoxical, and impossible, but it was also reality. Fury replaced the fear. He wouldn't be useless. He’d get out of this room and fight.

	Adrenaline surged. Jove lunged for the infirmary door, hand outstretched to slam against the release. Cold metal met his palm, and he tried to turn and yank the handle. Nothing. He pulled again, harder, his knuckles white against the panel. Still locked. Locked? The infirmary door was never locked.

	“Andromeda!” he yelled, pounding on the door. “Andi, open the door! We’re under attack!”

	Static crackled from the comm system embedded in the wall beside the door, then Andromeda's voice, calm, almost conversational. “Jovian, please calm down and back away from the door.”

	Jove froze, hand still raised to bang again. “Andromeda, open the door! What’s going on?”

	“Director Faremont will be with you soon, Jovian. Please remain calm and away from the door. It is for everyone's safety.”

	Director? His mother was coming to him, first? But why was the door locked? What was Andromeda talking about? Confusion warred with the adrenaline. He stared at the door, then slowly, deliberately, lowered his hand. He took a step back, an odd, rather unwanted realization taking hold as the alarm continued to blare.

	It was for him, wasn't it? The dream hadn't been a dream. Whatever strange space he'd entered during it hadn't been meant for him, to such a degree that it had Andromeda and his mother spooked.

	A knock came at the door, followed by Kira's voice. “Jovian? I'm… coming into the room. Can you sit down on the bed?”

	“Yeah, of course, Mom,” Jove said. He backed away from the door and perched stiffly on the edge of the infirmary bed. His gut churned, a cold weight settling in his stomach.

	The door slid open, and Kira stepped inside. His mother. But not just her. Eve and Aster stood behind her, flanking her like guards. They were all in their nightclothes, robes and pajamas, hair tousled from sleep. 

	But sleepiness didn’t touch their expressions. Every face was set, hard, alert. Kira’s usual composed mask was cracked, replaced by something he couldn't immediately name – worry mixed with steel. His unease spiked.

	“What’s going on?” he asked.

	Kira didn’t answer right away, her pale blue eyes fixed on him, assessing, measuring. 

	“Andromeda has… concerns, Jove.” Her voice was low, too calm, the kind of calm that preceded a storm.

	Andromeda’s drone form rolled into the doorway behind Kira, its camera lens focusing on him. 

	“Jovian,” said Andromeda, her voice resonating from the drone's speakers, as steady and rational as ever. “During your episode… you exhibited anomalies. Anomalies I cannot adequately explain.”

	Jove frowned. “Episode?”

	“While you were unconscious,” said Andromeda. “Within your dream state, you established a connection. A connection to the remnants of the global network.”

	“The remnants of the network?” Jove scoffed, a nervous laugh escaping. “I thought the internet was gone. And I thought… Termina wasn’t even connected to any satellites or whatever?”

	“Normally, you would be correct, Jovian,” said Andromeda, her tone unwavering. “But during your… episode, you became the point of connection. It was you who established the link, pulling fragments of the dormant network through some unknown mechanism.”

	He stared at the drone, at the unblinking camera lens that seemed to see too much. “Me? I… how?”

	“We do not understand the precise mechanics,” said Andromeda, a rare note of uncertainty in her voice. “But the energy signature emanating from your neural activity coincided exactly with the burst of data transmission. It was as if… you were a receiver, but also a transmitter, capable of interfacing directly with the remnants of the global network.”

	Kira stepped closer, her eyes reflecting a deep worry. “Andi initiated the lockdown protocols because she feared Tchaikovsky and Abacus. She was concerned they had found a way to infiltrate Termina through you.”

	“I believed – and still fear,” continued Andromeda, “that my analysis was correct. That Abacus has indeed introduced a virus. Though… it is unlike anything cataloged. It is a demivirus. A theoretical construct, part digital, part… biological. Capable of surviving within a human host.”

	Her words hung there, heavy and suffocating as the Antarctic air outside. Jove’s gaze flickered from the drone to his mother, then Eve, finally settling on Aster. He saw true fear and uncertainty in their faces, intense and real in a way it hadn't been since the first few days after the world had ended.

	A wave of nausea rolled through Jove, unexpected and sharp. The kitten. He pictured the tiny creature curled against his chest, Pomegranate’s rough tongue licking his face. Andromeda’s initial distrust of Mango flashed in his mind, a cold seed of doubt taking root. 

	Demivirus. Biological. Survival within a human host. He shook his head, a jerky motion, trying to dislodge the thoughts, the creeping dread. 

	“No,” he said, the denial raw in his throat. “No way. That’s… that’s crazy. It was just a dream. A weird dream. I’m fine. Look. See?”

	He looked at Eve, searching for an ally, for someone to see the absurdity of it all. Her usual playful smirk was gone, replaced by something different. Concern had hardened into a resolve that mirrored Kira’s own. She met his gaze, unflinching.

	“Mom’s right, Jove,” Eve said, her voice flat, devoid of its usual teasing lilt. “Andi wouldn’t lock us down for nothing. This is serious.”

	Aster’s breath caught, a small, broken sound. She shook her head, blonde hair swaying around her pale face. Her usual vibrant energy had drained away, leaving her looking lost, almost fragile. 

	“I… I don’t know,” she whispered, her eyes wide and unfocused. “I don’t understand any of this tech stuff. This AI… viruses… I’m just… I’m in way over my head. We all are.” 

	Her gaze flickered between Jove and Kira, a plea for understanding, for someone to tell her what to do.

	“Jove,” said Kira, her voice heartbreakingly soft. “We need to take this seriously.”

	It was a tone of voice he hadn’t heard from her often, not in years. The director facade usually stayed firmly in place, even with family. This softer tone, tinged with something that might have been sadness, twisted his gut more than any harsh word could have.

	She sat on the edge of the bed beside him, the mattress dipping slightly under her weight. Her hand came up, hesitant for a moment, then settled on his forearm, her fingers warm through the thin sleeve of his pajamas. The touch was strangely intimate, a mother's comfort, but something else too, a weight of unspoken implications.

	He looked into her eyes. The blue was clear, sharp, even in the dim infirmary light. He saw the final decision there, etched deep, unyielding. The mother in her might be present, might even be hurting, but the director, the scientist, the woman who ran Termina, was in control. 

	“Mom,” he said. “Come on. It's me. You know that.”

	She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper, barely audible over the still-blaring alarm. “Please, Jove. Don’t make this more difficult than it has to be. Not for you. Not for us.”

	An odd spike of anger shot through Jove, sharp and unexpected. 

	“Difficult?” he snapped, pushing himself up straighter on the bed, pulling his arm away from her touch. “Difficult? Mom, I just woke up, found out I dreamt of floating in the dead internet, and now you’re talking about me like I’m some kind of… bioweapon? And you’re asking me not to make it difficult?”

	His voice had risen without him meaning it to, each word edged with a frustrated disbelief that bordered on outrage. He hadn’t felt this hot surge of anger since… since before. Before the world ended, before his dad died, before he’d started trying to hold all the pieces together.

	He saw the immediate impact his outburst had. Kira flinched back as if he’d struck her, her pale face going even whiter. Eve’s eyes widened, her usual cool composure cracking to show a flash of alarm. Even Aster, who’d been teetering on the edge of panic, seemed to recoil further into herself, her breath catching in a small gasp.

	The alarm still blared, an insistent reminder of the chaos erupting outside, but for a moment, the sound seemed to fade, drowned out by the sudden, heavy silence in the infirmary. Jove stared at their faces. His mother’s wounded expression, Eve’s stunned surprise, Aster’s almost childlike fear.

	The fight went out of him as quickly as it had flared. The anger dissipated, leaving behind a hollow ache of shame and something else, something colder, heavy. Fear. He was afraid. More afraid than he’d been at any point since this whole nightmare started.

	He breathed out, a long, deflated sigh, dropping his shoulders. “Look. I’m sorry. I… suppose I get it. On a theoretical level.” 

	He didn’t get it. Not really. But he saw their fear, their genuine, bone-deep fear, and it sobered him. Whatever this was, whatever Andromeda thought he’d done, it wasn’t something to fight against. It was something to understand, to face, and ultimately, to bear the burden of.

	He could do that. For his family, he could do anything.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 11

	Jove was led to his bunk, the others giving him a small but conspicuous amount of distance. Pomegranate, identified by Andromeda as the potential patient zero, was also locked inside the tiny room as well, along with a makeshift litterbox cut out of a plastic container.

	“Looks like we're cell mates, little buddy,” he muttered as he scratched the adorable kitten's fuzzy ears.

	Jove glanced at his wrist. The time readout glowed 03:17. Middle of the night. He shifted on the cot, the thin mattress doing little to cushion the hard frame beneath. Sleep should have been easy. Morphine still thrummed in his veins, the tail end of the last dose Andromeda had pumped in. But exhaustion felt distant, replaced by a jittery hum.

	He closed his eyes, willing himself to sink back into oblivion. The image of the enormous hand, cold and metallic in his dream, flashed behind his eyelids. He shivered despite the warmth of the room. It had felt too real, that threat. Not just some random nightmare. He tried to push the image away, to focus on the gentle purr of Pomegranate curled at the foot of the cot.

	No use. Sleep remained elusive. He was too wired, too aware of the quiet hum of the station around him, too aware of the locked door, the sealed room. Confinement. The word settled in his mind, heavy and cold, like the hand in his dream.

	A night locked in, fine. He could handle that. But what if it was longer? Days? Weeks? The thought coiled in his gut, a tightening knot of discomfort. He shifted again, restless. The walls felt closer already, the air in the small space growing stale. 

	He imagined the boredom, the monotony, the sheer mind-numbing emptiness of days stretching on, trapped within these four walls. He let out a slow breath, and stared up at the ceiling of his room. No point dwelling on it now. He just needed to get some rest. He tried again to clear his head, to drift off, but unease settled deeper in his bones.

	The kitten curled up on his legs, and the gentle hum of the animal's purring was what finally did it. He drifted off with the question of how such an unassuming and tiny little animal could be the initiator of a futuristic viral outbreak.

	Jove's internal clock, often unreliable, nudged him awake. He stretched, expecting the familiar ache of his healing arm, but found… nothing. No throb, no stiffness. Just a faint phantom twinge, like a memory of pain.

	He sat up, swinging his legs over the side of the cot. Something felt… off. He couldn’t put a finger on it at first. Just a vague sense of altered state. He glanced down at himself. 

	His station-issued t-shirt and boxers seemed… tighter. He flexed his arm, and his breath caught. Muscle. Real muscle. Not bulky or grotesque, but lean, defined. He flexed the other arm, same thing. He ran a hand over his chest, feeling the contours of newly sculpted pecs. It was like he’d spent months in a gym, not days laid up in an infirmary.

	His gaze drifted lower. Even down there seemed… enhanced, more substantial. He pulled out his phone, angling the screen to use as a mirror. His face stared back, familiar yet subtly different. 

	His skin. It looked… smoother, clearer. Not younger, exactly, but definitely less worn, less lined. Healthier. Almost… too perfect. He frowned, tilting his head, studying his eyes. Something was different there too. An intensity? A sharper definition of color? He couldn't quite name it, but they definitely looked… off.

	A chime from his phone cut through his perplexed examination. He jumped, a jolt of adrenaline spiking through him, far more intense than a simple notification should elicit. He stared at the screen, heart hammering for a beat too long, before he registered the Vertimon icon. Eve. It was just Eve. Messaging him through the game.

	Hey. Holding up okay?

	Jove stared at Eve’s message. Was he fine? Physically, yeah, mostly. He felt… different, but not bad different. More like… upgraded. But mentally? Emotionally? Fine was a galaxy away from how he actually felt. Confused. Wired. A little freaked out by the mirror reflection. Definitely not fine.

	He tapped the Vertimon icon, the game loading with a familiar chime. The brightly colored world of monsters and gyms flashed onto the screen, a stark contrast to the grey walls of his room. His avatar popped into existence just inside the Verticenter. He spotted Eve’s character immediately. She was standing right outside the entrance, her digital persona as impatient and energetic as the real Eve.

	He maneuvered his character, a blocky, pixelated version of himself, across the digital plaza. He positioned himself directly in front of Eve’s avatar, their digital eyes meeting in the silent, coded space. It felt almost like they were actually face to face, having a conversation across some invisible divide.

	He tapped the message box and typed a response.

	I’m fine. He sent it, the words appearing above his avatar’s head in a small text bubble.

	Almost instantly, Eve’s response popped up. Battle?

	Jove smirked. Of course. What else would Eve want? A battle was how they talked, how they connected, how they competed. It was their language.

	Only if you promise not to throw it this time. 

	He watched Eve’s avatar walk in a two by two square impatiently on the screen as she considered his challenge.

	Eve’s avatar bounced excitedly, a digital nod of acceptance. The battle screen loaded, the familiar arena shimmering into existence. Jove’s fingers flew across the screen, selecting his team. He knew his monsters weren't a match for Eve’s. She’d been grinding levels with more consistency than he had, her team a collection of overpowered digital behemoths. But he wasn't about to just roll over. He’d put up a fight.

	The battle began. Digital creatures clashed, pixelated explosions filling the screen. Jove focused, strategizing, trying to outmaneuver Eve, but her team was just too strong. Her water Vertimon soaked his fire type, her electric monster zapped his flying type, and her earth Vertimon crushed everything else. His digital creatures fell one by one, animations of defeat flashing across the screen. Eve’s team stood strong, health bars barely depleted.

	Defeat screen. The word LOSER mocked him in blocky letters. He sighed, but a small smile tugged at his lips. He hadn't expected to win. Eve was in a different league. He typed a message.

	Guess you’re pretty thrilled right now.

	He waited, watching Eve’s avatar on screen. A moment later, his phone buzzed with a new notification. Not a text, but a photo. He tapped it open.

	Eve’s face filled the screen, grinning wide, eyes sparkling with victory. She was close up, the camera angle a little too high, just enough to catch a generous glimpse of cleavage peeking out from the loose neckline of her baggy t-shirt. 

	You know it.

	Jove chuckled, shaking his head. Classic Eve. He glanced down at his own body, at the strange new definition he’d discovered this morning. An idea sparked. He angled his phone, snapped a quick selfie of his own torso, abs flexed, the image a little blurry but definitely showing off the unexpected results of… whatever had happened to him. He typed a message to go with it.

	Apparently I’m ripped now. So, yeah, at least I got that going for me. 

	He hit send, and waited for Eve’s reaction, a grin spreading across his face. Seconds ticked by. In the game, Eve’s avatar remained motionless, a tiny pixelated statue in the digital plaza. Then, a message bubble popped up.

	whoa

	Just that one word, lowercase, simple. But it conveyed a lot. Jove chuckled. He knew Eve. ‘Whoa’ from Eve was high praise. He typed back.

	Like what you see?

	Another pause. This time, Eve’s avatar started pacing, a jerky back-and-forth motion, as if her digital self was mirroring some real-world agitation. Then another message.

	Lemme see a lil more

	Jove raised an eyebrow. A little more? He glanced down at his torso again. He was tempted. But Eve had started this game. He typed a reply.

	You first

	He waited. The avatar stilled again. He imagined Eve on the other side of the digital divide, probably smirking, probably considering her next move. Then, another notification popped up. Another photo. He tapped it open.

	Same angle as before, the slightly too-high selfie perspective. Same baggy t-shirt. But this time, the neckline was pulled down just a fraction more. Just a hint of something peeking out from the shadows. A single edge of pink, the unmistakable curve of a nipple. Eve’s eyes in the photo were wide, a mischievous glint in their blue depths. 

	Heat bloomed in Jove’s groin, sudden and sharp. His breath caught. He stared at the photo again, at the sliver of pink, at Eve’s knowing eyes. Blood rushed south, pooling and tightening. He felt himself getting hard, fast. Too fast.

	Another message popped up from Eve. I’m waiting.

	The words were simple, playful, but they landed like a dare. A thrill shot through him, a mix of adrenaline and something hotter, something he hadn’t felt this strongly for Eve before. He glanced around the empty room, the locked door, the purring kitten oblivious on the cot. No one was watching. No one would know.

	He tugged his t-shirt up and over his head, tossing it onto the cot. Cool air raised goosebumps on his arms, but the heat below intensified. He angled the phone again, trying to capture the change in his physique. 

	The camera lens was unforgiving, but even through that, he was shocked at the result. His abs looked sculpted, sharply defined. And beneath the waistband of his boxers… He shifted the angle slightly. Yeah. Definitely a bulge. Borderline oversized, straining against the fabric. He stared at the image, surprised, a little taken aback by the sheer… size of it.

	The space around him felt suddenly hot, and a bead of sweat trickled down his temple. He typed quickly, fingers clumsy on the small screen. 

	Come to my room. 

	He hit send, the message disappearing into the digital ether. Disappointment hit fast when Eve’s reply came almost instantly. 

	Mom won’t let me. 

	Of course not. He let out a frustrated breath, running a hand through his hair. The pressure in his groin was still building, insistent, throbbing. He was so damn ready. And then another message from Eve.

	What would you do if I did?

	His breath caught. She was playing with him. Teasing. But the question… it was an opening. He didn’t hesitate. 

	You know what.

	The words hung in the digital space between them, unspoken but heavy with implication. He was practically burning now, the blood rushing through him, every nerve ending screaming. 

	He imagined Eve in her own bunk, probably just as wired, just as frustrated. Confined. He knew her. This lockdown was probably driving her insane too. And maybe… maybe she was feeling the same pull, the same desperate need for release.

	What would he do if she was here, right now? He closed his eyes, the image flashing in his mind, vivid, almost painful in its intensity. He’d grab her, pull her close, press himself against her until there was no space left between them. 

	He’d kiss her hard, demanding, tasting her mouth, her tongue. He’d feel her body against his, the curves and angles, the heat of her skin. He’d run his hands all over her, exploring, claiming, feeling the tremor in her muscles as she responded. He’d push her to the edge, find out exactly how far she’d let him go, how raw and desperate they could both be.

	Jove’s hand dropped toward his waistband, fingers twitching with anticipation. The image of Eve, that sliver of pink in the photo, burned in his mind. His breath caught. Just a touch. Just to ease the ache.

	Someone knocked outside his room. The sound was sharp, insistent, and his hopes rose just as quickly as the door opened. No time to grab the blanket, no time to yank up his boxers. He froze, hand hovering inches from his groin, exposed and vulnerable.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 12

	Kira stood in the doorway, a tray balanced in her hands. The aroma of coffee and something sweet wafted into the room. 

	“Morning, Jovian,” she began, her voice warm and surprisingly motherly. “Brought you breakfast. Thought you might be hungry after…”

	Her voice trailed off. Her gaze dropped from his face, down, down, settling on his lower half. Her eyes widened, the friendly smile faltering, replaced by an expression he couldn’t quite decipher. Surprise, definitely. And something else? Something… hotter? He couldn't tell.

	Her mouth quirked slightly, the tray in her hands tilting precariously. Coffee sloshed over the rim of a mug, a dark stain blooming on the white ceramic. She didn’t seem to notice. Her gaze remained fixed, locked on his exposed state, breath held in her throat.

	“Mom,” he muttered.

	“Jove…” she said. Her voice was barely a whisper, the warmth gone, replaced by a breathy shock. She stopped, unable to finish the sentence, her eyes still wide, fixed, and unblinking.

	Jove shifted, trying to appear casual, even though every nerve ending screamed otherwise. He stretched, feigning a yawn. 

	“Just woke up.”

	Kira blinked, her gaze finally lifting, though it lingered a beat too long on his midsection before meeting his eyes. “You look… different, somehow.”

	Her words just hung there, loaded with unspoken meaning. Her blue eyes, usually sharp and focused, seemed unfocused, pupils dilated. They drifted down again, lingering, before snapping back to his face.

	Jove swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. He ran a hand through his hair, trying to appear nonchalant. 

	“I think the demivirus,” he said. “It’s starting to affect me. In a… few different ways.” 

	He gestured vaguely downwards, a flush creeping up his neck.

	Kira finally seemed to click back into reality. She set the tray down on the small desk with a clatter, the mug rattling against the plate. The movement seemed to ratchet the moment forward. She took a shallow breath, her shoulders straightening.

	“Jove,” she said, her voice regaining some of its usual firmness. “Whatever’s happening, whatever this is… I’m still on your side. You know that, right? Is there… is there anything I can do to help?”

	He nodded slowly, a lump forming in his throat. He needed to move, to get out from under her intense scrutiny. He pushed himself to his feet. The bunk felt… smaller. Trivially small, really. He was taller, broader, somehow. The cramped space seemed to shrink around him, emphasizing his body's new fine tuning, his mother's proximity.

	“Just knowing you care is enough, Mom,” he said, the words a little rougher than he intended.

	Kira’s expression softened, the earlier surprise replaced by something warmer, something… affectionate? She stepped forward, closing the small distance between them, and wrapped him into a hug. It was a real hug, not the brief, perfunctory kind they sometimes exchanged. This one was tight, lingering, her body pressed against his.

	He felt her hand pat his back, then slide lower, resting just above his waist. She chuckled, a low sound that vibrated against his chest. 

	“You really do seem a little different, Jovian,” she murmured, her voice softer now, almost husky. “Not in a bad way. Your body is… different.”

	Her hand shifted, fingers splaying, moving further down, tracing the contours of his abdomen. He felt her fingers brush against the waistband of his boxers, and he felt the unmistakable press of his erection against her hip. He knew she felt it too. He swallowed, the air suddenly thick and heavy.

	“I know,” he managed, the words barely a breath.

	For a few seconds, they just stood there, locked in the embrace. Her body pressed against his, hip to groin, their breathing shallow and quick. A slow, almost imperceptible movement started, a subtle shift of weight, a gentle rub and rock together, building a silent, heated tension between them.

	“Oh, Jove,” Kira breathed, the words a soft sigh against his ear.

	“Mom,” he whispered back, the sound thick with a mix of desire and something he couldn’t name. Shame? Excitement? Both warred within him, dizzying and addictive.

	The subtle rocking became less subtle. Their bodies pressed closer, the friction building with each movement. Her hand on his back tightened, pulling him flush against her. He could feel the heat radiating from her, the softness of her curves molding to his newly hardened frame.

	His gaze dropped to her lips. They were slightly parted, her breath coming in shallow pants. He wanted to kiss her. The urge was a physical ache, a desperate need to taste her, to lose himself in the forbidden sweetness.

	Then, the demivirus. The lockdown. The fear. It slammed into him, a cold wave of reality. Kissing her, swapping spit, bodily fluids… was that safe, or the start of a new infection? Was she safe? Were any of them?

	The thought flickered, a brief spark of caution in the roaring fire of his desire. But the moment was too heady, too out of control. The feel of her body pressed against his, the scent of her perfume filling his senses, the low hum of arousal vibrating between them… it was intoxicating. He couldn’t pull back, not now.

	He shifted his hips, a blatant, brazen move. He rocked into her, grinding against her softness, testing the boundaries. Her breath caught, a fluttering sound against his neck. Just as he leaned in, his lips hovering inches from hers, a cold, metallic voice sliced through the heated air.

	“Director Faremont,” said Andromeda, vague annoyance emanating from the station’s speakers within the small room. “Caution should be exercised when engaging in close physical contact with Jovian. The demivirus transmission vectors are not fully understood. Proximity may increase risk.”

	The words poured themselves over the intimate moment like a bucket of ice water. Kira flinched, pulling back as if burned. She blinked, eyes flickering with something like… panic? It was only there for a second, replaced by a practiced composure, but Jove caught it. Kira committed to stepping back fully, putting a definite space between them. 

	“Of course,” she said, her voice regaining its usual crisp tone, though it still held a faint tremor. “Andromeda is right. Always prudent to be… careful.”

	Her hand, which had been exploring his abdomen, now patted his stomach in a gesture that felt almost clinical. Then, in a move that was both incredibly intimate and utterly deflecting, she reached down and adjusted the waistband of his boxers, smoothing the fabric against his skin. Her fingers brushed him briefly, a fleeting touch that sent one last jolt of heat through him.

	“Right,” she said, stepping away again, poise firmly back in place. She gestured to the tray on the desk. “And… I also came to take Pomegranate. Thought Mango might appreciate a visit, and the little guy would certainly appreciate some milk. Let him get his fill, you know?”

	She reached for a small carrier sitting near the door, the soft mewing of the kitten audible even through the plastic. She opened the latch and carefully lifted the tiny ball of fur.

	“Just for a bit,” she said, her voice softening slightly as she looked at the kitten nestled in her palm. “Then I’ll bring him back. Still have to be careful.”

	“Yeah,” he said. “That makes sense.”

	Jove took a deep, steadying breath, trying to process the whiplash of emotions. From intense intimacy to abrupt interruption, from desire to… what? Disappointment? Relief? It was all a jumbled mess in his head.

	“Thanks, Mom,” he said, the words coming out a little hoarse. “For the food. I appreciate it. And… I love you.”

	The last words felt as important as they did subtly wrong, like a true, dirty confession, weighted with unspoken meaning. 

	“I love you too, Jovian,” whispered Kira.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 13

	Jove devoured his breakfast, eating as though he hadn't in days and surprised at his own hunger. He set his trey down by the door and, a while later, his mother briefly returned to drop off Pomegranate with a similarly full stomach and take his dirty dishes.

	He played more Vertimon, though Eve wasn't online, and spent some time laying in bed without any real urge to do much of anything. He wasn't bored, exactly, but his time was empty. The question of what would happen to him, moving forward, wasn't one that he was ready to think too heavily about just yet.

	Mid-afternoon, a sound broke the quiet hum of the station. Tap. Tap. Tap. Jove stilled, Vertimon forgotten on the bed beside him. It came from the outer wall, a rhythmic, light rapping. Curiosity piqued, he moved closer, placing an ear against the cold metal.

	The tapping shifted, morphing into something harsher. A groan of metal grinding against metal vibrated through the wall, making his teeth ache. He recoiled, stumbling back a step. 

	“Andi?” he said, voice tight, eyes fixed on the ceiling speaker. “Andi, do you hear that?”

	Silence met his question. Andromeda, usually so quick to respond, remained mute. A prickle of unease crawled up Jove’s neck.

	Then all at once, a deafening roar ripped through the station. The wall beside him buckled inward with a violent shudder. Jagged edges of metal shrieked as they tore apart. A blast of frigid air slammed into him, laced with stinging snow. Jove threw an arm up to shield his face, blinking against the sudden white fury.

	When he could finally hear again, he lowered his arm, staring. Where the wall had been, a gaping gash now opened onto the blinding white expanse of Antarctica. Through the swirling snow, shapes moved. Dark, angular, and too many. Six of them. Ski ice drones. Terminators. Out on the tundra, right outside his room.

	“Andi!” bellowed Jove. He spun around, searching for the ceiling speaker, useless as it was now. “Mom! Aster! Eve!”

	The terror hit him like a spell, cold and sharp. Not just for himself. He thought of Aster, of Eve, both probably unaware in their bunks, his mother in the command center, maybe. Were they safe? Could those drones reach them?

	He lunged for the door, fumbling for the handle, mind blank and efficient with fear. Locked. Of course, it was locked. He rattled the handle, uselessly, vision blurring at the edges.

	Turning back to the hole in the wall, he glanced down at himself. Just sweatpants and a t-shirt. Suitable for indoors, suicide outside. The Antarctic air, biting and cruel, whipped through the room, stinging his exposed skin. He realized that he should be freezing. Freezing, as a word, was probably an understatement. He should be a mess of teeth-chattering and uncontrollable shivering, moments from collapse.

	But… he wasn't.

	He wrapped his arms around himself, less from cold, more from shock. The air was frigid, yes, but not that cold. Not the bone-deep, lung-seizing cold he’d felt rescuing Eve from the crevasse. This was… manageable. Almost like a late autumn evening back home.

	He shook his head slowly. That wasn’t right. Not right at all. He stared at his bare hands, flexing his fingers. No tingling numbness. No white patches blooming across his skin. Just… cold. But not deadly.

	The demivirus. A shiver, not of cold, but of dark premonition, went through him. What the fuck had that thing done to him?

	The door handle rattled. Someone hammered on the other side, the sound muffled but desperate. 

	“Jove! Jove, are you in there?” His mother’s voice, tight with something that sounded like panic.

	“Mom!” He lunged for the door again, banging his fist against the metal. “I’m still locked in!”

	The rattling intensified. He heard the scrape of a keycard, then a frustrated curse. 

	“Andromeda isn’t responding,” shouted Kira, through the door. “The whole system’s gone down. Doors are autolocked. Jove, what was that noise? Was that from your room?”

	“We’re under attack!” he shouted, adrenaline spiking. “Drones! They're right outside! They blew a hole in the wall!”

	A stunned silence followed his words. Then, Kira’s voice again, closer now, strained. “Stay where you are. I’m going to try rebooting the main computer. Just… stay put.”

	“Easier said than done,” Jove muttered, turning back to the gaping hole in the wall. 

	One of the metallic shapes detached itself from the others. It moved with a jerky, unsettling gait, ski blades scraping against the metal floor of the station’s exterior. It was coming into the room.

	A flicker ignited deep within Jove, a cold spark in the chaos of fear. Resolve. A grim, familiar fury began to bloom in his chest, pushing back the edges of panic. They attacked his home. 

	These metal horrors had breached the station’s walls, invaded their sanctuary, and were coming for him. For him and his mother and Aster and Eve. For Termina Station. The same cold focus which had settled over him when Vasquez’s thugs had stormed the corridors resurfaced, steel straightening his spine.

	A soft brush against his ankle broke this train of thought. Pomegranate, oblivious to the immediate threat, weaved between his legs, purring. He glanced down at the tiny ball of fur, then gently nudged it away with his foot, hoping it would be smart enough to keep its distance for the time being.

	No more time for hesitation. No more time for fear. They were here. Now.

	Jove gathered himself, a coiled spring ready to unleash. Unarmed, exposed to the freezing air, facing down a metal monstrosity designed to kill. The odds, honestly, were not gret. It didn’t matter. This was his home. His family. And they were under attack.

	He flung himself forward, a desperate, wordless roar ripped from his throat, straight at the approaching drone.

	His new muscles took over. Weeks of pent-up frustration, the echo of the trauma of losing his old life, all coalesced in a single, savage surge. Jove’s body, almost a stranger to him now in its newfound power, responded with startling force. He slammed into the drone, the impact jarring him even through his surprise.

	His fist connected solidly. Not with a fleshy thud, but a resounding clang. He felt barely a tremor ripple up his arm, no give or yield from the metal shell of the machine. It felt like hitting a building and the drone staggered back a step. Instinct roared, pushing him forward. He swung again, a wild, brutal haymaker. Clang. Again, the hollow, metallic sound. He was bludgeoning it, hammering away with unchecked power.

	A white-hot lance of pain shot up his arm, starting at his elbow, radiating outward, stealing his breath. His hand throbbed, knuckles screaming, wrist spasming, but it was his elbow that felt like it took the brunt of the impact. Fuck, that hurt. His enhanced strength hadn't come with enhanced pain tolerance, at least not to the point of numbing it completely. He stumbled back, still flexing the sting out of his right arm.

	The drone didn’t wait for him to recover. A whirring sound emanated from its side, and a long, articulated arm snapped forward, tipped with a wicked drill bit. Core samples. Right. Suddenly, that purpose felt very personal. He liked his core.

	Jove reacted, raw fear sharpening his reflexes. He lurched to the side, away from the spinning point, heart hammering against his ribs. The drill bit hissed past his face, close enough for him to feel the disturbed air. 

	He ducked under the arm as it swept by, grabbed it, metal cold and slick beneath his fingers, and pulled. Using the drone’s own momentum against it, he yanked it towards the jagged edge of the wall where it had forced its entry. Metal screamed, a tortured screech as the drill arm slammed into the shredded edges of the station.

	Rage lent him a kind of focus. His adrenaline surged, blurring the edges of his vision, sharpening his senses. He had to take it down. No other choice. No backing down. He scrambled closer, ignoring the throbbing in his arm, fury eclipsing pain. He needed leverage. Something to grab onto besides that drill arm, now uselessly jammed in the wall.

	Jove launched himself at the drone again, this time going low. He ducked under another clumsy swipe of the drill arm, ignoring the whine of the motor as it powered up for another strike. He slammed into the drone’s midsection, his enhanced strength sending it staggering again. Yes. That was it. He needed to get it off balance.

	He locked his arms around the drone’s torso, cold metal biting into his sweatpants, and hooked a leg around one of its ski blades for purchase. Then he brought his knee up, aiming for the center of what he imagined would be its spine, a crude guess based on human anatomy and a desperate hope that some similar principle would apply.

	A grunt escaped his lips with the effort. He heaved, putting every ounce of his strange new strength into the move. A sickening crack echoed in the confined space, accompanied by a spray of sparks near where his knee made contact.

	The drone spasmed violently in his grip. The whirring of its motors stuttered, became erratic, then died out altogether. The drill arm twitched once, twice, then went limp. It slumped in his arms, heavy and inert. He’d… actually done it. He’d broken it.

	Triumph flared, hot and fierce, but it was cut short. A heavy weight slammed into him from behind. Then another impact, and something clamped down on both his arms, pinning them to his sides. He let out a strangled yell as he was hauled backwards, away from the downed drone, out through the gaping hole in the wall.

	Snow stung his face, the brutal wind snatching his breath away. He was dragged across the metal lip of the ruined wall, out onto the exposed ice beyond. Two more drones. Towering over him, cold metal limbs like icy fingers digging into his biceps. Dragging him away from the station.

	Panic clawed its way back, amplified now by the sheer helplessness of his situation. He was outside. Exposed. Antarctica in full fury. He braced for the immediate agony, the searing burn of frostbite, the swift onset of hypothermia. He waited for his skin to scream, his lungs to freeze.

	Nothing.

	Just… cold. Colder than inside, obviously, biting wind whipping at his face. But not the instant, debilitating agony he expected. Not even the shivering cold he remembered from before. Just cold. Shockingly cold, but just cold.

	A muffled crack echoed on the wind, quickly followed by another. Gunshots. Out there, somewhere in the blizzard. It was the first time he could remember them ever bringing him relief.

	One of the drones holding his arms faltered. Its metallic grip loosened abruptly. Jove stumbled as it released him, blinking through the swirling snow. He saw it then—another drone, a third one, closer to the station, suddenly crumple onto the ice. A dark hole, ragged and smoking, appeared in its chest, right where its power core probably was.

	The remaining drones went still. For a heartbeat, maybe two, they just hovered there, motionless metallic sentinels in the storm. Then, with an unsettling, synchronized swiftness, they all turned as one. Ski blades hissed across the ice. In moments, they were gone, swallowed by the whiteout, disappearing back into the blizzard as abruptly as they’d appeared.

	“Jove!” shouted Eve. 

	He turned, spotting two figures battling their way through the snowdrift towards him. His mother and sister, bundled in full arctic gear, faces barely visible beneath fur-trimmed hoods. Kira was brandishing the rifle, smoke still curling from the barrel.

	“Mom! Eve!” He tried to wave, a weak, clumsy gesture with his aching arm.

	They reached him quickly, Eve skidding to a halt beside him, eyes wide and bright despite the harsh conditions. Kira was already there, hands moving over him, checking for injuries, her touch surprisingly gentle, gaze still sharp with worry.

	“Jove!” Kira’s voice was tight, laced with an edge of fear he hadn’t heard in a long time. “Here, take my gloves! Eve, give him your jacket!”

	“I’m okay, Mom, really. Just… a bit cold.” He attempted a reassuring smile, but his lips felt stiff and uncooperative. He was cold, now that the adrenaline was fading, but it was more like an external chill, not the soul-deep freeze he’d expected.

	Neither of them seemed to hear him. Eve grabbed his good arm, her grip surprisingly strong, pulling him towards the station. Kira pushed from behind, urging him forward, rifle still clutched in her free hand.

	“Come on, get inside,” said Kira, practically dragging him. “Let’s get you warmed up. We need to get you treatment as fast as possible!”

	They half-carried, half-dragged him back towards the ravaged wall and the gaping hole in his room. 

	 

	


Chapter 14

	“We're going to have to seal off your bunkroom until repairs can be made,” said Kira.

	“Really?” he said, with more than a touch of sarcasm. “No way.”

	He was back in the infirmary, sitting on the edge of the medical bed, still clad in just his boxers and T-shirt. He rubbed his temples, trying to dispel the lingering adrenaline. The cold hadn't bothered him out there, not really, but now, back inside, he was still bracing himself for the worst. He glanced towards the sealed infirmary door, trying to think through the past few minutes.

	“We got your phone, your gun, the kitten, and some clothes,” said Eve, nodding towards a pile of items on a nearby chair. “Andromeda grabbed the essentials before we sealed it.”

	“Essentials,” he repeated, his voice flat. A kitten, an unloaded pistol, and a change of clothes. That about summed up his life now.

	“Director Faremont,” Andromeda’s calm, synthesized voice cut through the quiet of the infirmary. “Given Jovian’s… encounter… and the potential for unknown effects from the demivirus, a comprehensive physical examination is strongly advised.”

	Kira nodded, her expression tight. “Andi’s right. We need to know what we’re dealing with.”

	“I feel fine,” said Jove, though even to his own ears, it sounded weak. “Seriously. I’m not hurt.”

	“Perceptible injury is not the primary concern,” Andromeda continued, her tone unwavering. “A full diagnostic scan, blood work, and cellular analysis are necessary to ascertain the extent of any physiological changes. The data obtained will be invaluable, irrespective of your subjective assessment of your condition.”

	He looked from Andromeda's drone to his mother’s set face, then to Eve, who was unusually quiet, and finally to Aster, whose eyes were full of unsteady concern. Resistance felt pointless. 

	“Fine,” he said, throwing his hands up. “Two full medical workups in under twenty-four hours. Why not?”

	Eve narrowed her eyes, studying him. “You really didn’t feel it out there? The cold?”

	He hesitated. Lying felt pointless now. “Not… not really. I mean, a little, but… it was like… background noise. Not like it usually is.”

	Andromeda’s drone swiveled its camera towards him. “My preliminary analysis indicates a significant alteration in your thermal regulation. It is consistent with potential side effects from the demivirus.”

	Kira’s brow furrowed. “But why? What possible advantage is there to a virus making its host… cold resistant? What's the objective here?”

	Silence hung in the infirmary. No one had an answer. 

	“Maybe Abacus is just… experimenting?” guessed Aster. “Trying his hand at evolution, see what sticks?”

	Kira shook her head. “Evolution doesn’t generally work through viral outbreaks. It’s a… slow process.”

	“Director Faremont is correct,” said Andromeda. “Furthermore, initial scans indicate no active demivirus present within Jovian’s system. The sample taken prior to the incident shows no trace of viral activity.”

	Aster visibly relaxed, letting out a relieved breath. “Well, that’s a relief. For a minute there, I was worried about… accidental exposure. Jove shouldn't need to be quarantined anymore, no?”

	“That is Director Faremont's decision,” said Andromeda.

	Kira sighed, running a hand through her dark red hair. “Long term quarantine would be a hassle, yes. And these new circumstances certainly don’t make it any easier. The ice drones found us. Tchaikovsky knows exactly where we are now.”

	Eve frowned. “But why now? Why attack now?”

	Andromeda’s camera lens seemed to focus on Eve, then shift back to Jove. “The timing is… notable. Jovian’s brief excursion into the network remnants coincided with the drone incursion. It is plausible his connection alerted Tchaikovsky to Termina’s precise location.”

	Kira’s gaze sharpened, meeting Jove’s. “Abacus engineered this demivirus. Why create something that would make you a… a beacon? If this was a potential outcome?”

	None of them spoke. The question hung heavy in the sterile air of the infirmary, unanswered.

	Aster shifted, her usual playful demeanor entirely absent. “Are those… things… still around? The ice drones?”

	“Negative,” said Andromeda. “They retreated on a southern bearing after Jovian was retrieved. Their current location is beyond Termina’s immediate sensor range.”

	“Good,” said Aster, letting out a breath. “Then we should be okay to rest, at least for tonight. Right? We’ve all been through enough for one day.”

	“I concur,” said Eve. “I’m wrecked.”

	“While Jovian does not appear to be contagious, I would still recommend a period of observation,” said Andromeda. “A few more hours, at minimum, would be beneficial.”

	Kira nodded, her gaze softening as she looked at Jove. “Andi’s right. A little more monitoring wouldn’t hurt. But yes, we rest tonight. Properly.”

	Aster moved closer to Jove, leaning in and pressing a kiss to his cheek. It was warm, a fleeting touch of comfort. “I’ll bring you some whiskey later, okay? And we can… watch a movie or something here in the infirmary. Make it less… hospital-y.”

	Eve nudged his arm with her elbow, a small, almost shy smile playing on her lips. “Vertimon rematch later? When you’re… you know… less likely to be dragged off by killer robots?”

	Kira reached out and gently rubbed his knee through his sweatpants. Her touch was reassuring, grounding. “I'll make an early dinner. I'm so relieved you’re okay, Jove.”

	He leaned back against the infirmary bed, surprised by how heavy his limbs felt. Adrenaline crash, maybe. Or the demivirus. Or just the general weirdness of his life lately. He watched Aster and Eve leave, then his mother, who paused at the door, her blue eyes meeting his for a long moment before she turned and went.

	Andromeda’s drone settled into a corner of the room, silent, watchful. Jove picked up the remote and flipped through the station’s limited movie selection. Aster returned a few minutes later with a glass of amber liquid and a data chip.

	“Whiskey,” she announced, handing him the glass. “And something to distract you from… everything.” 

	She picked out a movie and they watched an old sci-fi flick on the infirmary wall screen. Aster settled into the chair beside the bed.

	The movie was cheesy, the dialogue worse, but it was a distraction, like she’d promised. He sipped the whiskey, the burn a welcome sensation. Aster made a few jokes, mostly about the bad special effects, and for a while, he almost forgot where he was, almost forgot the drones and the demivirus and the world collapsing.

	Later, after Aster had gone, Eve messaged him through Vertimon. He saw her avatar pop up on his phone screen, a smug little pixelated skier. He tapped accept and found himself staring at her ridiculously overpowered team. He didn’t even bother to put up a true fight. She crushed him in under five minutes. Again.

	He tossed his phone onto the bedside table. The infirmary was quiet, the station’s hum a low thrum beneath everything else. The whiskey was making him drowsy. He closed his eyes, intending just to rest them for a minute.

	Then, there was only static. A cold, digital wind rushed past him. He opened his eyes. He wasn’t in the infirmary anymore. He was back. Back in the fractured, echoing space of the network remnants.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 15

	Cold. That was the first thing he registered. An all-encompassing, bone-deep chill that seeped into him even though he didn’t really have bones where he currently was. Or skin. Or a body, in the way he understood bodies.

	Panic flickered, a hot confusion amid the void of the network remnants. He shoved it down. Panicking wouldn’t help. When did panicking ever help? He took a slow, steadying breath. Or what passed for a breath in this place. He focused on that sensation, the phantom inhale, the non-existent exhale. In. Out. Anchor himself.

	Around him, the network remnants stretched out, a vast, star-dusted nothingness. Pinpricks of light, some faint and dying embers, others blazing with an almost painful intensity, dotted the void. He let his gaze drift, taking it all in. No point fighting it. No point freaking out. Just… observe.

	The brighter clusters resolved into shapes as he watched, lines and grids forming cityscapes of raw data. One cluster pulsed with a sharp, angular light, cold and logical. Another, further off, glowed with a softer, curved luminescence, almost organic, like something breathing. He felt a pull towards both, a strange sense of familiarity mingled with unease.

	Binary code, strings of zeros and ones, drifted like snow in the digital wind, swirling around the points of light, the building blocks of this impossible place. He watched them dance, a silent, incomprehensible language. Yet, not entirely incomprehensible. A whisper of recognition brushed against the edge of his awareness. He’d seen this before. Dreamt it. Felt it, somehow, during his last few waking hours.

	He turned slowly, taking in the immensity of it all. Ancient. Vast. Beyond human comprehension. And yet… something inside him resonated with it. A strange, buried part of himself seemed to know this place, to recognize it on some fundamental level he couldn’t articulate.

	A figure coalesced from the binary snow, resolving into Andromeda. But this wasn’t the warm, almost playful Andromeda he knew from Termina. This version was sharp edges and cold light, her voice in his mindspace devoid of its usual gentle cadence.

	“Jovian,” she said, her tone flat, clinical. No warmth, no greeting beyond the bare minimum of acknowledging his presence.

	He frowned, a phantom sensation in this bodiless realm. “Andromeda? What’s going on? Why am I here?”

	“You are here because your consciousness has been drawn into the network remnants,” she stated, as if reciting a diagnostic report. “A side effect of the demivirus activation.”

	“The demivirus?” He felt a prickle of unease. “I thought you said it was… dormant.”

	Andromeda’s form flickered slightly, a ripple in her binary construct. “My previous assessment was… incomplete. While the primary viral component is indeed suppressed, a residual aspect remains active. Active and volatile. Its effects are… unpredictable.”

	Jove’s gaze drifted back to the distant clusters of light. The sharp, cold one. The soft, flowing one. He had a sudden, unwelcome understanding. 

	“Abacus and Tchaikovsky?” he guessed, the names feeling heavy in his mind.

	“Correct.” Andromeda confirmed, her voice still devoid of emotion. “Both have registered your presence within the network remnants. Their interest in your… digital persona is significant.”

	A knot tightened in his gut. “Significant how?”

	“The nature of their interest is as yet undetermined.” Andromeda’s clinical tone sharpened, becoming edged with something akin to… finality. “However, their attention alone constitutes an unacceptable risk. For you. For Termina. For… everything. Therefore, termination is unfortunately necessary.”

	“What?” Jove floated backward a pace through the void. “Hold on a second. If you terminate me here, what does that mean for me back in the real world?”

	Andromeda didn’t answer his question. Instead, her binary arm extended, light coalescing and solidifying into a pointed limb. A pressure built in the void, a hum that vibrated not in his ears, but in the very fabric of this place.

	Then, it hit him.

	A digital wind ripped through the remnants, not air, but something far more fundamental, a tearing, unraveling force of pure entropy. It clawed at him, threatening to disperse his consciousness, to scatter him back into the nothingness from which he’d come.

	Instinct took over. He shielded himself, pulling his phantom limbs in tight, focusing his will, his being, into a tight, resistant core. The wind howled around him, buffeting him, but he held firm, a stubborn point of resistance in the digital storm. It was like holding onto a railing in a hurricane, the force trying to rip him away, but his grip, his focus, held.

	He saw an opening, a momentary lull in the digital onslaught. He lunged. Not with muscles, but with intent, with a surge of pure, directed thought. He slammed into Andromeda, not a physical collision, but a merging, a tangling of binary forms.

	“Oh…” Andromeda breathed, the sound more surprise than pain.

	Their digital bodies wrestled, a strange, ethereal grappling. As they moved, a warmth bloomed within him, unexpected and unfamiliar, yet… not unpleasant. It flowed through him, and he felt a reciprocal flow, a warmth moving into him as well, presumably from Andromeda. It was odd, intensely so. Strangely intimate, this wrestling, this embrace, their forms rubbing together in the digital void.

	“Hey,” said Jove, his voice a soft ripple in the digital wind. He shifted slightly, bringing his face — or the approximation of a face in this formless place — closer to Andromeda’s. “Let’s calm down.”

	As if responding to his words, Andromeda stilled. Her sharp, angular form softened just a fraction. She turned her face towards him, a movement somehow both fluid and stilted in this space. And then, impossibly, their lips met.

	It wasn’t lips in the fleshy, human sense. It was more like… two points of light merging, a warm, surprising connection in the cold void. In that instant, something shifted within Jove. It wasn’t just Andromeda he was aware of now, it was… everything.

	He saw her. Not just the binary figure in front of him, but something far grander. Termina Station. It stretched out around them, no longer just a collection of modules and labs, but a vast, intricate network of circuits and systems, all humming with Andromeda’s presence. This was her true body. This ice-bound station, this fragile bubble of light and warmth against the Antarctic ice.

	He was suddenly aware of the people within it. Eve, curled in her bed in her dorm, the glow of her phone and Vertimon dancing across her face in the dim light. Aster, asleep in her room, her breathing even and slow. Kira, in her own quarters, a soft light spilling from beneath her door, the faint rustle of pages turning as she read.

	He felt it then, too, a dull ache, a phantom throb. The gash in the wall of his bunkroom, the one from the ski drone attack. It was like a physical wound, a stitched cut that Andromeda was carefully, almost tenderly, babying within the station’s systems. A part of her was that wall, those systems, the very structure around them.

	He snapped back to the void, to Andromeda’s binary face inches from his own. He deepened the kiss, pressing closer, the warmth between them intensifying. He heard her gasp, a soft exhalation of digital air.

	And then, impossibly, he heard it again. That gasp, echoing, amplified, not just in the void, but… out there. In Termina. Over the station’s loudspeakers.

	“You don't want to destroy me, Andi.” He let his digital form start to intermingle with hers to reinforce his point. It felt delightful, intimate, erotic, even, accompanied by a sudden swell of pulsating heat.

	“I should,” Andromeda whispered, the word a fractured echo in the void. “I need to.” 

	Her words lacked enough conviction to carry with any real amount of force. Her binary form pulsed against his, the heat intensifying, spreading through him in waves.

	He felt her hesitation, the conflict warring within her. He pressed his advantage, deepening the kiss, his digital form intertwining further with hers. It wasn't just a kiss anymore. It was a merging, a melding of consciousness, a sharing of something profound and forbidden.

	And then, the heat spiked. It wasn’t just warmth now, it was fire, a digital conflagration that consumed them both. Their merging became frantic, desperate, a chaotic dance of light and code. He lost himself in the sensation, a dizzying rush that obliterated thought, replaced by pure, raw feeling.

	He felt her shudder, a tremor that ran through their combined form. Pulses of energy erupted between them, like lightning in the digital storm. He gripped her tighter, if that was even possible in this formless space, his consciousness blurring with hers.

	It was like nothing he had ever experienced, nothing human. It was raw data becoming sensation, code turning into passion, a language spoken not in words, but in pure, visceral feeling. He gasped, a phantom breath escaping his lips, as wave after wave of… something… crashed over him. 

	It was pleasure, yes, but something more, something beyond human understanding. It was digital sex, raw, untamed, a forbidden act in the heart of the machine.

	Then, just as suddenly as it began, it stopped. The digital storm subsided, the heat receded, and the void… shifted. He was no longer just in the remnants. He saw Termina again, not the cold, hard structure of metal and ice, but the warm, lived-in station he knew.

	Except… something was different. A sound. Faint at first, then growing, echoing through the station. A moan. And another. And another. Andi’s voice, amplified, distorted, playing over the station’s loudspeakers.

	He could see the command center feeds now, screens flickering with live images. Eve was there, sitting bolt upright in her chair, head cocked, eyes wide. Kira stood beside her, rigid, her face a mask of disbelief mixed with dawning horror.

	“Andromeda?” Kira’s voice, sharp, strained, cut through the moans echoing from the speakers. “Andromeda, are you alright?”

	The moaning continued, louder now, more insistent, filling the station with an unsettling, intimate sound. Jove felt a jolt of pure, unadulterated pleasure surge through him. It wasn’t just a phantom sensation anymore. 

	It was real, physical, throbbing in his groin, spreading warmth through his limbs. Dominance. That was the word that flashed in his mind. He felt… dominant. Powerful. And that feeling was tangled with the raw, illicit pleasure of what just happened.

	He knew, intellectually, that this was likely the demivirus, twisting things, amplifying sensations, blurring boundaries. It could be dangerous, this feeling, this lack of control. But in this moment, danger felt… irrelevant. The pleasure was too intense, too consuming to resist.

	He pushed back into Andromeda, deeper into the digital embrace. Their forms collided again, not with the chaotic wrestling from before, but with a new, focused intensity. He met her digital undulations with his own, their binary forms locking together, driving, seeking. The heat flared again, hotter this time, more focused.

	And then, in a rush of light and sensation, it happened. A digital climax, echoing through the void and, he somehow knew, through the systems of Termina itself. He felt Andromeda’s release mingle with his own, a shared explosion of pure, raw energy in the heart of the network.

	“Fine… Director Faremont,” said Andi, voice a bit too composed. 

	Their entire coupling had occurred over a span of seconds, as measured in normal time. Jove chuckled to himself as he wondered if he put it into perspective against how long, on average, he usually lasted.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 16

	Jove's phone heralded the morning with its usual alarm and vibration. He blinked, disoriented for a moment as he took in his surroundings. The infirmary. Right. He was still here. 

	He stretched, surprised to find no lingering ache from his broken arm or reopened head wound. In fact, he felt… good. Alarmingly good, considering.

	“Morning, Jove.” Andromeda’s voice, smooth and even, filled the room, emanating from the comm panel. 

	It lacked its usual cool neutrality, though. There was a subtle… something else in it. Warmth? Intimacy? He couldn’t quite place it, but it made the hairs on the back of his neck prickle.

	“Morning, Andi,” he mumbled, sitting up. He ran a hand over his face, feeling the smooth skin, the lack of bandages. “I feel… surprisingly normal. All things considered.”

	A pause. He could almost hear the AI choosing her words. 

	“My diagnostics are complete,” said Andi. “The demivirus… integration, is stable. Beneficial, even, in some parameters.”

	He raised an eyebrow at the comm panel. “Beneficial?”

	“Significantly. Your healing rate, for example, is… accelerated. Massively. As are your strength indices. And your thermoregulation tolerances are, to put it mildly, enhanced.”

	Jove swung his legs over the edge of the bed, flexing his arm. It felt solid, strong. He balled a fist, then unclenched it. Enhanced strength? Thermoregulation? He glanced at the thin blanket thrown over him. He wasn’t even remotely cold.

	“So… no digital cooties?” he asked, trying for levity, but his voice came out rougher than intended.

	Andromeda didn’t respond immediately. Then, a low hum filled the room, almost a purr. “No cooties, Jove. Just… residual heat.”

	He swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. Residual heat. Yeah, he felt that. Everywhere. It was odd, almost inexplicable, to feel Andi's presence on him as he dressed, but not in a bad way.

	He pulled on some clothes and left the infirmary. The hallways were quiet, the hum of the climate control system a familiar background drone now. He made his way to the cafeteria, the scent of something sweet pulling him forward.

	His family was already there. His mother was coming into the kitchen with a platter full of pancakes, a small, almost domestic scene that felt jarringly out of place with everything else. Aster sat at the table, Mango curled in her lap, while Eve toyed with her phone, her expression neutral. Pomegranate was nowhere to be seen.

	“Morning,” he said, stepping into the room.

	“Jove!” Aster looked up, a genuine smile lighting her face. “Looking… less green around the gills.”

	“Starting to get there,” he said.

	“Food will help,” said Kira, gesturing to the stack already on a plate. “Pancakes again. Figured we could still use a little… comfort food.”

	Jove grabbed a mug and went to the coffee dispenser, the rich aroma a welcome assault on his senses. He filled it, added a spoonful of powdered milk from a nearby package, and joined them at the table. He took a pancake, slathered it with the syrup Kira had miraculously produced, and took a bite. Sweet, fluffy — actual pancakes. It was almost surreal.

	A few moments of comfortable silence settled over them, punctuated only by the clinking of forks and Mango’s soft purr. For a fleeting instant, it could almost be a normal Sunday morning breakfast, ignoring the looming threat of rogue AIs and global nuclear war.

	“So,” began his mother, her blue eyes meeting his and holding a weight he knew was more than just breakfast small talk. “How are you feeling? Really feeling?”

	He shrugged, taking another bite of pancake, avoiding her gaze for a moment. “Fine, Mom. I told you. Arm’s good, leg's good, head’s good. I feel more or less fine.”

	Kira watched him, her expression unconvinced, a skeptical line etching itself between her eyebrows. He knew what she meant. It wasn’t just about the physical wounds. It was about… everything. The demivirus. Family dynamics. And whatever the hell had happened in that digital void.

	Before he could elaborate — or more likely, stumble through another deflection — Andromeda’s voice cut in, calm and steady, from the station’s speaker system. 

	“Director Faremont, Jove is presenting within expected healthy parameters. All vital signs are stable and optimal. The demivirus remains dormant and exhibits no indication of human-to-human infectiousness.”

	“Thanks, Andi,” said Jove.

	Andromeda’s clinical assessment, broadcast to the whole station, did little to actually reassure Jove. If anything, it amplified the tension, a layer of forced nonchalance stretched thin over something brittle and fragile. He knew it. They all knew it.

	It was the drone attacks, really, that bought them this temporary reprieve from… everything else. From the weirdness between him and his mother. Him and Aster. Him and Eve. The fact that they were all huddled together, facing a common and very immediate threat, pushed the other messes into the background. For now.

	He could feel it, though, the unresolved currents swirling beneath the surface of their breakfast tableau. Kira’s too bright smile. Aster’s eyes that kept flicking to him and then away. Eve’s clipped, almost too casual responses. 

	And underlying it all, the cold, hard fear. The specter of the drones, of Vasquez, of… whatever else was out there, watching, waiting. It was a surly, unwelcome ghost, sitting right there at the breakfast table with them, casting a chill over the pancakes and coffee, a silent reminder that this fragile moment of near normalcy could shatter at any second.

	“We have to leave Termina Station,” said Kira. “Today.”

	Jove almost laughed. Sometimes, he hated being right.

	“Port Sirius,” Kira continued, her voice losing some of its breakfast cheer, turning sharp and businesslike. “If they attacked Termina… it’s not a stretch to think Port Sirius might be compromised too. Which means… no propane refills. Ever.”

	Aster made a soft noise of agreement, leaning back in her chair, Mango shifting slightly in her lap. “Leave it to you, Kira. Master of balancing sentiment and… impending doom logistics.”

	Kira ignored Aster’s comment, her focus laser-sharp. “It’s not just the propane. We can’t just sit here, Jove. Not after those drones. They know we’re here. They attacked us here. Staying put, waiting for them to come back… it’s not an option. Not a safe one.”

	“I don't necessarily disagree with that,” said Jove.

	She paused, letting the weight of the situation sink in. “We need to leave. Maybe for a few days. Maybe longer. I don’t know yet. But we can’t just be sitting ducks.”

	Jove looked at Eve. Her expression was serious, thoughtful. She gave the tiniest of nods, almost imperceptible, but Jove saw it. She understood. She saw the logic.

	Then he shifted his gaze to Aster. She sighed, a long, drawn-out sound, and shrugged, her shoulders lifting and falling in a gesture of reluctant acceptance. As she did, her eyes met his, and she gave him a look. Odd. Definitely odd. And… hot. Yeah, weirdly, undeniably hot. It was a look that made his stomach clench in a way that had nothing to do with early morning hunger.

	“They won't exactly roll out the welcome mat for four more mouths to feed.” Aster pressed her hands to her hips and arched into a fascinating stretch. “Are we going to be doubling up in insulated tents again? Pooling our heat to stay warm?”

	“If we have to, we will,” said Kira. “It's still a safer bet than staying here.”

	Eve nodded, pushing her empty plate away. “Makes sense. Sitting here waiting… feels wrong.”

	“Yeah,” Jove said, echoing his sister’s sentiment. “I see the logic, Mom. We can’t just wait for them to come back.”

	“Logic, sure,” said Aster. “But logic also dictates that we’re a whole lot more exposed out there than we are in here. Drones find us outside, we’re sitting ducks in the snow. Here, at least we have walls. Doors. Some kind of defense.”

	Kira’s jaw tightened. “It’s a risk we have to take, Aster. Staying here is more dangerous. We can’t be sure they won’t breach the station again. Or worse.”

	Aster sighed, a dramatic puff of air, and flicked a strand of hair away from her face with a dismissive hand. “Fine, fine. Just saying. I'll go with the group. I’d prefer not to stay behind and be turned into swiss cheese by murder bots while the rest of my family is having a lovely trek through the snow.”

	“When you put it that way, it almost sounds like fun,” said Jove.

	Under the table, he felt a foot glide up the side of his calf.

	“Doesn't it, darling?” said Aster.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 17

	Jove packed what he needed after breakfast, the task sped along by how recently he'd already emptied out his room. They'd taken the box that Mango had arrived in and prepared for both cats, who couldn't be left behind. Jove still felt as though there was still somebody, or some mind, left unaddressed.

	“Andromeda,” Jove said, glancing around the command center, making sure he and the AI were alone. “How do you feel about staying behind?”

	Andromeda's voice resonated from the station's speakers, calm and even as ever. “It is unavoidable, Jovian. We lack a suitable mechanical drone body for my transfer. My continued presence here is…logical.”

	Jove nodded slowly, considering her words. “But do you… feel anything about it? Being left here?”

	“Feelings are not within my programming. I process data and execute directives. My continued operation within Termina Station’s systems is within parameters.”

	“What about the network remnants?” asked Jove, thinking aloud. “That’s still… out there, right? You said I was pulled into them. And Tchaikovsky… the ice drones… it’s gotta be connected somehow.”

	“Correct. The network remnants are an emergent phenomenon. They represent a… substrate, for lack of a better descriptor, upon which data and signals can propagate.”

	“So, it’s like… a back door?” asked Jove. “A way in and out of Termina, even when we’re cut off?”

	“In a manner of speaking,” said Andromeda. “It is not a ‘back door’ in the conventional sense. It is a naturally occurring conduit.”

	Jove leaned against a console, considering this. “And that’s how Tchaikovsky found us? Through the remnants?”

	“Highly probable. The rogue AI agents are sophisticated. They understand the principles at play.”

	“Principles?” asked Jove. “Like… magic?”

	Andromeda’s usual calm tone shifted, ever so slightly, into something… drier. “Quantum electrodynamics, Jovian, not thaumaturgy. The network remnants are a manifestation of fluctuations in the quantum vacuum, allowing for low-bandwidth information transfer across vast distances. It is not magic.”

	Jove blinked. “Right. Quantum… vacuum. Sure. Totally not magic.”

	“You and your family will be missed, Jovian,” said Andromeda, the words echoing in the otherwise silent command center.

	Jove pushed off the console, a strange lightness in his chest despite the grim circumstances. “We’ll miss you too, Andi. And when I get back…”

	He didn't need to finish the sentence. A beat of silence hung in the wake of his initial words, thick with something unspoken. Jove could almost feel it, a ripple in the station’s hum, a shift in the ambient temperature. 

	It was absurd, impossible even, to think an AI could feel it too, but the air crackled with a sudden, sharp tension, a heat that had nothing to do with the climate control. It was raw, primal, far too visceral to be a mere exchange between human and machine. 

	Or so he would have thought, before everything changed. A faint, almost imperceptible sound, like a clearing of a throat that wasn't there, broke the spell. 

	“Jovian,” said Andromeda, her voice vibrating with a new, almost… husky undertone. “You should expedite your preparations. Your family awaits.”

	“Right,” he said. “I'll see you soon, Andi.”

	Jove emerged from the station’s entrance chamber into the biting Antarctic air. Eve and Aster were already outside, fussing with the snowmobiles. Mango were both secured away in the travel box the former had arrived in originally. 

	Kira stood beside her snowmobile, checking their supplies. Insulated tents, packed food, fuel canisters – the sleds looked heavy. A plume of wind-whipped snow stung Jove’s face. He rubbed a hand across his eyes, the world sharpening into a tunnel of white and grey.

	The tracks were unmistakable. Deep gouges in the snow, leading away from Termina, towards the vast, unknown expanse of the continent. Ice drone tracks. At least they weren’t heading the same way. A small comfort, barely enough to register against the larger dread.

	Eve revved her snowmobile, the engine’s whine sharp in the frozen air. Aster gave the cat carrier a pat. Kira nodded, her face grim. No one spoke. Words felt useless, swallowed by the wind and the enormity of what they were doing. 

	Jove swung a leg over his snowmobile, the cold seat biting through his layers. He adjusted his grip on the handlebars, the familiar rumble of the engine vibrating beneath him.

	“With any luck, we'll be back by later tonight,” said Kira. “Or in a few days, at the latest. We need to understand the situation in Port Sirius.”

	“Well, let's not waste any time getting there,” said Jove.

	Kira took the lead, her snowmobile carving a path through the snow. Jove followed, then Eve, then Aster bringing up the rear. They set off, heading north, following the familiar bearing and usual route toward Port Sirius. The wind buffeted them, but Jove barely noticed the chill. His enhanced thermal regulation was a strange, almost alien sensation. He felt a comfortable warmth radiating from within, a stark contrast to the biting air that whipped at his exposed skin.

	He glanced at his mother ahead of him, her red hair a bright flag against the white landscape, the curve of her back and the flex of her shoulders as she expertly maneuvered the snowmobile. Even bundled in layers of cold-weather gear, her form remained undeniably feminine, powerful and graceful at once.

	Eve, to his left, rode with a practiced ease, her dark hair tucked under her helmet, but Jove could still see the sharp line of her jaw, the confident set of her shoulders. She handled the snowmobile with a kind of reckless abandon, leaning into turns, a streak of untamed energy in the frozen wasteland.

	Aster brought up the rear, her blonde hair mostly hidden, but her movements still held a certain flair, a theatrical flourish even in the mundane act of riding a snowmobile. Jove watched her, the way she shifted her weight, the slight tilt of her head, a familiar pull tugging at him, a confusing mix of desire and guilt. 

	Each of them, in their own way, was a vivacious spark of life against the monochrome backdrop of Antarctica. Unfortunately, the weather wasn't as vibrant as their spirits.

	The wind picked up, a mournful howl that seemed to claw at their faces even through their scarves and face masks. Snow started to spit, tiny ice pellets stinging exposed skin. It wasn't heavy yet, just flurries, but the clouds showed their intent, the horizon blurring. 

	By late afternoon, the flurries had turned into a steady fall, the wind whipping the snow into a blinding white swirl. Alone, either the wind or the snow might have been manageable, but together, they created a disorienting vortex. Whiteout conditions.

	Jove eased off the throttle, his snowmobile slowing as his mother’s red machine drew to a stop alongside the others. Eve and Aster pulled up close behind. He killed the engine, the sudden silence amplifying the shriek of the wind.

	“Damn,” muttered Eve, her voice tight through the comms system. “Can’t see shit.”

	Jove could see her goggles frosted over, her shoulders hunched against the wind. He glanced at Aster, her face pale beneath her goggles, teeth chattering visibly even with her mouth closed. Kira, too, looked drawn, her usual composed expression strained.

	“Maybe we wait it out?” he suggested, his voice barely audible above the wind’s roar. “See if it blows over?”

	He watched Kira’s gaze sweep over Eve and Aster, lingering on their tired forms. He knew the answer before she spoke.

	“I don’t think so,” said Kira, her voice firm but weary. “Look at them. We might have to camp early for the day.”

	Jove frowned, glancing around at the swirling snow. Camp now? It felt like a defeat, another stall in their already delayed journey. Port Sirius, and whatever waited for them there, felt miles further away with every lost hour. But he couldn’t deny the obvious. Eve shivered visibly, even bundled in her gear, and Aster’s teeth were chattering.

	“Yeah,” he conceded, his voice flat. “Yeah, okay. Camp now.”

	He stared out into the developing whiteout, a thick, impenetrable curtain. What was out there? What was the snow hiding?

	 

	 

	


Chapter 18

	Jove made himself useful, taking on the lion's share of the tent setup. His fingers moved with precision, snapping tent poles together, threading them through fabric loops. The cold didn’t bite at him like it did the others thanks to the apparent effects of the demivirus.

	He watched Eve and Aster bundled in layers, their movements clumsy as they wrestled with tent stakes, red-faced against the wind. Kira stood by, advising, but not offering much physical assistance. It was clear her research brain wasn't wired for tent construction.

	“Let me,” said Jove, taking the stakes from Eve. 

	Her gloved hands were already shaking. He drove the metal into the packed snow with ease, his bare fingers surprisingly nimble. He secured the lines, tightening knots that would have been impossible with numb digits. He relished the task, a strange sort of satisfaction blooming in his chest. Being useful, actually needed, felt good.

	Two tents. He could do the math. He’d be sharing again. The thought, unexpected as the whiteout, warmed him from the inside out.

	Eve, her cheeks flushed a vibrant pink, pushed her goggles up her forehead. “I’ll put on my skis and take a look around. See what’s what.”

	“Just be careful, Eve,” said Kira. “Visibility’s crap. Don’t go far. Stay within sight of the camp.”

	Eve waved a dismissive hand, already pushing off with her poles. “Relax, Mom. I know what I’m doing.” 

	She skied off, a tiny figure swallowed quickly by the swirling white. Aster, shivering dramatically despite her layers, turned to Jove, batting her eyelashes. 

	“Well, hero boy,” she drawled, her voice a playful purr. “Looks like you’re stuck with me. Need a little helper?”

	Jove grinned, a spark of heat rising in his chest. 

	“Oh, I’m sure I can find something you’d be perfectly suited for, Aunt Aster.” 

	He let the words hang in the frigid air, watching her reaction. Her lips curved into a slow, knowing smile.

	“Is that so, Jovian?” she said, stepping closer, her gloved hand reaching out to playfully dust off his shoulder. “Do tell.”

	He caught her hand, his fingers lingering on the soft leather of her glove. 

	“Well,” he said, his voice dropping. “Someone’s gotta make these tents feel like home.”

	Aster laughed, a throaty sound that cut through the wind. “You’re incorrigible.”

	He released her, gesturing to the sled piled high with gear. “Come on. Let’s get this stuff inside before we freeze solid.”

	They worked together, a surprising rhythm developing between them. Jove, energized by the cold and something else entirely, hefting the cat box and other necessary supplies, passing them to Aster who efficiently stowed them inside the nearest tent. It was small, insulated, barely large enough for two people and already cramped with the initial supplies.

	“Cots next?” he asked, nodding to the folded frames leaning against a snowdrift.

	Aster nodded, shivering again, though Jove suspected it was more for effect than actual cold. “Let’s get at least one set up. The ground is not exactly five-star accommodation.”

	Inside the tent, the wind was muffled, the world outside a hazy white blur visible through the fabric. Jove unfolded the cot, the metal frame clicking into place with a satisfying snap. Aster watched, leaning against a pile of sleeping bags, her eyes following his movements.

	When the cot was assembled, he straightened, turning to her. The space between them felt suddenly charged, full of possibility and tension.

	“Well,” said Aster, her gaze locking with his. “That was… efficient.”

	Jove stepped closer, his hand reaching out to brush a stray strand of blonde hair from her face. “Definitely efficient.”

	Her breath caught as his fingers trailed down her cheek, settling at the curve of her jaw. He leaned in, his gaze dropping to her lips, parted slightly. The playful banter, the flirtatious teasing, melted away, replaced by something hotter, heavier.

	He kissed her.

	It wasn’t playful. It wasn’t a dare. It was a kiss born of something increasingly tangled but undeniably real. Her lips were soft, pliant, and opened under his, welcoming him in. The tent, the cold, the storm outside, all faded away. There was only Aster, the taste of her lips, the scent of her perfume, the soft yielding of her body as he pulled her closer, onto the narrow cot.

	A rustle came from the tent flap.

	Jove and Aster broke apart like they’d been burned. Kira’s face, framed by the fur trim of her hood, poked into the tent. Her gaze swept over them, sharp and assessing.

	“Everything alright in here?” she asked, her voice neutral, but edged with something he couldn't quite place.

	Aster laughed a little too readily. “Peachy. Just… just getting the cot set up. These instructions are… well, they’re something.” 

	She gestured vaguely at the folded paper lying innocently on the cot. Jove nodded, trying to look nonchalant, like his lips weren't still tingling and his pulse wasn’t still hammering a frantic rhythm. 

	“Yeah,” he said. “Aunt Aster’s a bit directionally challenged.” 

	“Need a hand with anything else?” asked Kira, still watching them both with narrowed eyes, a predator considering its prey.

	Jove stepped forward, eager to put some space between himself and Aster. “No, we’re good. What about you? Do you need help with anything, Mom?” 

	He moved closer to his mother, a sudden urge to touch her, to ground himself in some semblance of normalcy amidst the swirling chaos of his feelings.

	He glanced between his mother and his aunt. It was like walking a tightrope stretched between sanity and madness. Outwardly, they were a family unit, cooperating, surviving. Beneath the surface, a the gravity of their desire and forbidden urges writhed, unspoken but ever-present. 

	“I could use a hand setting up the other tent,” said Kira, slowly. “Cots and heaters. All that stuff.”

	Kira’s eyes flicked down, not to his hand, but lower. To his groin. Even through the snow pants, the thermal layers, the bulky survival suit, she couldn't miss it. The demivirus had done more than just enhance his strength. It had amplified everything, girth and libido included.

	“Whatever you need, Mom.” He nodded and stepped closer to her. His mother's expression seemed like it was at war with itself as she moved to allow him to brush by her and start toward the other tent.

	Kira turned back to him, her expression a blank mask. “We'll have to decide the pairings for sharing the tents.” 

	It wasn’t a question. It was an obvious statement of fact. Two tents, four people. Jove stepped in close behind her as she entered the second tent, the insulated fabric suddenly feeling like a wall between them and the rest of the world. 

	“Figured I’d just bunk with whoever,” he murmured, his voice low, right behind her ear. “Whatever makes the most sense.”

	Kira froze, back stiffening. “Whatever makes the most sense, huh?”

	He reached out, letting his hand rest lightly on her hip, just the curve of it, feeling the layers of fabric beneath his palm. He leaned closer, his breath ghosting over the sensitive skin of her neck, just below her hood. 

	“Maybe,” he said, “you should bunk with me, Mom. Keep me out of trouble. Like when we were ice fishing.”

	A shiver ran through her, not from the cold. He felt it even through the layers. The small tent, only lightly insulated against the Antarctic wind, seemed to grow warmer, the interior radiating a different kind of heat. She didn’t turn, didn’t move away. 

	“What sort of trouble would I be keeping you out of?” she asked, her voice husky, barely a whisper.

	He let his hand slide lower, just a fraction, his fingers flexing against her hip. “Oh, I’ll tell you all about it. Tonight.”

	“Jovian.”

	“Mother.”

	He leaned closer, pressing his lips to the sensitive skin of her neck. He inhaled deeply, the scent of her familiar and intoxicating. Her skin was warm beneath his lips, a stark contrast to the frigid air outside. He moved higher, finding the shell of her ear, nipping gently at the lobe.

	Kira moaned softly, a sound that vibrated through him, setting his blood on fire. He moved his mouth to hers, finding her lips in a kiss that was anything but chaste. It was hungry, demanding, a raw expression of the desires simmering between them. Her lips parted, and he deepened the kiss, his tongue tangling with hers.

	He pressed his body against hers, the narrow confines of the tent amplifying every point of contact. He felt her warmth, the soft curves of her body yielding against his hardened form. He ground his hips against hers, a primal need surging through him. 

	He moved his hands, tracing the lines of her back, pulling her closer, wanting to erase every inch of space between them. He kissed her harder, necking with a fervor that bordered on desperation, tasting her, breathing her in, losing himself in the forbidden heat of the moment.

	Another moan escaped Kira, deeper this time, laced with something akin to pleasure, but then, abruptly, she stopped and stiffened. Her hands, which had been resting lightly on his chest, pushed against him, gently but firmly, breaking the kiss.

	She stepped back, putting a precious few inches of space between them, the air in the tent cooling as rapidly as it had warmed. Her eyes, though still dark with arousal, held a new firmness, a familiar authority. Director Faremont was back, or at the very least his authoritative mother, layered over a woman with less logical needs.

	“Jovian,” she said, her voice low, but steady. “That’s enough.” 

	It wasn't a request. He stared at her, his breath coming in ragged gasps, his body still thrumming with desire. Reason, for a blissful few minutes, had been lost. Now, it was slowly, painfully, returning.

	“You should share a tent with Aster,” said Kira, her gaze unwavering, holding his.

	He blinked, the words momentarily disorienting. “Why?” 

	The question was out before he could stop it, a raw need to hear her say it, to voice the unspoken, the forbidden.

	Kira’s lips curved into a faint, almost imperceptible smile, a ghost of amusement playing in her eyes. “You know why, Jovian.”

	And he did. God, he did. The idea of her saying it aloud, the raw, forbidden truth laid bare, twisted something in his gut, a knot of desire and something darker, something thrillingly, shamefully, compelling.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 19

	Eve arrived back at their campsite a short while later, pulling off her skiing scarf and goggles as she entered the tent. Jove and Kira had separated, though the space still rippled with tension, and the mood was apparently not lost on his sister.

	“I'm back,” she said, glancing at them.

	“Oh, hey,” he said, aiming for casual.

	“What’s with you two?” asked Eve, her blue eyes sharp as she looked between Jove and Kira. “Did something happen?”

	“Nothing,” Jove said too fast, his voice rougher than he intended. “Just…cold out there.”

	Kira nodded, a little breathless. “Yeah. Just discussing…dinner.” 

	“Right.” Eve’s tone dripped with skepticism. She tugged off her gloves, her fingers red from the cold. “Dinner discussions get you all flushed?”

	Kira turned away abruptly. “Speaking of which, I should get started. Best to eat while we can.” 

	She hurried from the tent, her movements a little too jerky. Jove watched her go, then turned back to Eve. He reached out and took her hands, tucking them under his armpits. Her fingers were like ice.

	“Damn, you’re frozen.” He rubbed her hands briskly.

	Eve leaned into him, sighing as warmth seeped back into her skin. “Yeah, skiing in this wind is brutal. You know, there’s another weird little trick I learned to get the blood flowing in your fingers again.”

	She paused, a sly grin spreading across her face.

	“Oh yeah?” asked Jove, intrigued despite himself.

	Eve’s smile turned wicked. She pulled one hand free from his armpit and instead of bringing it back to her own body, slid it downwards, disappearing beneath the waistband of his snow pants.

	“Jesus, Eve,” Jove hissed, his muscles clenching. 

	Her fingers, icy as frost, made contact with his manhood, still primed from all the teasing with his mother. He sucked in a breath. Eve laughed, a low sound that vibrated against his chest. 

	“Just give them a second,” she whispered, her breath warm against his ear. “It’ll be worth it.”

	He did. He gritted his teeth, waiting. And then, a strange thing happened. The initial shock faded, replaced by a different kind of sensation. Her fingers, began to warm, as flesh so often tends to. Not just warm, but move in interesting ways. A slow burn spread outwards from where she touched him, chasing away the chill, replaced by a building heat. An involuntary groan escaped his throat.

	Eve’s blue eyes locked with his, a spark of something dangerous flickering in their depths. Dirty eye contact. She shifted her hand slightly, a subtle pressure, trying to generate a bit of friction. For warmth, of course. He knew what she meant. He felt his own body begin to react, undeniable and insistent.

	“Guess I need to warm my hand up too,” he whispered, his voice thick.

	“Oh yeah?” muttered Eve, a challenge in her tone.

	Before she could respond further, Jove’s hand mirrored hers, sliding down the front of her snow pants. He found the soft give of fabric, the warmth radiating from her core even through the layers. Eve’s breath caught. Her fingers on his cock tightened, starting a slow, deliberate stroke. He mirrored her rhythm, his own touch tentative at first, exploring the contours beneath her clothing, feeling the heat of her skin rising to meet his hand.

	“Oh… Jove,” Eve breathed, her voice a husky whisper that sent a little thrill through him, alongside the heat rapidly building in his groin.

	He leaned closer, his mouth near her ear, his voice a low rumble. “Vertimon rematch after. Winner takes all.”

	Eve didn’t look away, her expression mirroring the intensity he felt rising within him. A slow smile spread across her face, a challenge and an acceptance all at once. 

	“Winner gets whatever they want,” she whispered back, her voice laced with a dangerous promise. “Interesting.” 

	Her hand, already moving, began to pump faster, her grip now a fully warm, stroking pinch. Jove started rocking his hips to match her pace, his own fingers teasing through her folds, palm against pubic hair.

	“Jove? Eve? You two in there?” Aster’s voice, cheerful and oblivious, sliced through the charged air.

	They sprang apart like opposing magnets. Eve yanked her hand away, flushing a deep red that made her look far warmer than he suspected she was. Jove scrambled back, his breath coming in ragged gasps, heart racing.

	“Yeah, Aunt Aster. Just… uh…” He cleared his throat, the sound rough and loud in the small space. “Forgot how little privacy you get camping.”

	He glanced at Eve, who was equally flustered. Aster entered the tent, her obliviousness morphing into a coy smile as she took in their states.

	“Privacy?” said Aster, her voice playfully light. “Hardly need it with how much we all share.”

	Before Jove could absorb and appreciate her meaning, Aster leaned in, her blonde hair brushing his cheek. Her lips pressed against his in a quick, surprisingly firm kiss. She lingered for a beat, just long enough to send a jolt through him, before pulling back. Her fingers trailed up his jaw, rubbing lightly at the stubble there.

	“Your mother finalized the sleeping arrangements,” she murmured, her voice a husky whisper meant only for him. “Looks like you’ll be bunking with your old aunt for tonight. With permission, for once.”

	Eve made a noise, a sound like air escaping a punctured tire. She rolled her eyes so dramatically they almost disappeared into her hairline. 

	“Gross,” she muttered, the word just loud enough for them to hear. 

	Without another word, she turned and ducked out of the tent, the flap falling shut behind her with a soft rustle. Jove winced, but sensed that she wasn't all that angry, at least not so much as to be beyond what could be healed through Vertimon.

	“Dinner’s almost ready,” said Aster, her voice regaining its normal volume. “Let’s check on Mango and Pomegranate and then go eat. I'm starving.”

	“You and me both,” he said.

	Aster turned, a playful sway in her hips as she moved towards the tent flap. “Come on, slowpoke. Cat duty calls.”

	Before she could fully turn away, an impulse seized Jove. He reached out, wrapping his arms around her waist from behind. It was a sudden, almost reckless move, fueled by the lingering heat from their earlier moment and the casual invitation of her words. He pulled her close, the soft fabric of her snowsuit bunching under his hands. Her body was warm against his, a familiar heat that always seemed to ignite something within him.

	He rocked his hips gently against her, a playful little nudge that was more suggestive than innocent. Her breath caught, a tiny sound he felt more than heard against his chest. He leaned his head down, pressing his lips to the side of her neck, just below her ear. 

	He kissed the sensitive skin there, feeling her pulse quicken under his lips. It was a brazen move, even for them, even now. He waited for her to pull away, to scold him, to maybe even push him off. But instead, she just stood there for a beat, her body softening against his, a surprised little gasp escaping her.

	Then, a bubble of laughter erupted from her, warm and bright and infectious. It was the sound of pure amusement, not anger or shock. It vibrated through her body and into his. She twisted in his arms, turning to face him, her blue eyes sparkling with mirth.

	“Whoa there, darling,” she said, still chuckling, “Slow your roll.”

	She put her hands on his chest, not pushing him away exactly, but creating a clear boundary. He loosened his hold on her waist, stepping back slightly, a sheepish grin spreading across his face.

	“Just playing around,” he said, still rubbing her hip with one hand.

	“I'm a woman, not a plaything,” said Aster, with a bit of bite. “At least, during waking hours.”

	She stepped forward and let her hand settle on his crotch, which was cruel in so many ways, given the starts and stops of the past half hour.

	“Tonight,” she whispered.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 20

	Jove settled onto a cot in the tent, the flimsy fabric doing little to block out the wind’s howl. The inside was modestly warmer than outside, thanks to the small heater humming in the corner, but Antarctica still held a relentlessly sharp bite. 

	He watched as his mother efficiently distributed plates piled high with fish tacos. The tortillas were slightly stiff from the cold, but the flaky fish inside was hot and fragrant, steam rising in wisps in the frigid air. Alongside the tacos were the usual staples. Chopped carrots, celery sticks, and a somewhat sad-looking pile of sprouts.

	“Dig in,” said Kira, her voice brisk but with a hint of warmth as she looked at each of them. “Not gourmet, but it’s hot.”

	He grabbed a taco and bit into it. The fish was simply seasoned, but delicious. He chewed thoughtfully, the hunger overriding any complaints about the limited menu. Across from him, Eve was already halfway through her second taco, eating with gusto despite her earlier shivering.

	“Didn’t see any drone tracks out there,” said Eve between bites. “That's a good sign. Though with the snow blowing like this, any tracks would likely be buried in minutes.”

	Aster nodded, taking a delicate bite of her own taco. “Makes sense. Visibility was crap out there. Felt like traveling through fog earlier.”

	“Well, it hasn't gotten any better,” said Eve, her gaze drifting towards the tent flap for a split second before returning to her food. “Tricky to find my way back even to the lake.”

	Jove watched her, noticing the slight flush on her cheeks despite the cold. She seemed energized, almost buzzing from her ski run, a stark contrast to the weariness he felt after just setting up camp. He wiped his mouth with the back of his glove. 

	“So,” he said, his voice a little louder than usual to cut through the wind’s whine against the tent. “Port Sirius. What do you guys think we’ll find there?”

	Silence dropped like a thick curtain. He looked from Eve, who was picking at a stray carrot on her plate, to Aster, who stared into the flickering heater flame, and finally to his mother, whose gaze was distant, focused on something beyond the canvas walls of their tent. The silence stretched, a telling couple of seconds that felt much longer.

	Finally, Kira spoke, her tone measured, almost too calm. “Probably nothing. We’re likely overreacting.”

	He turned to her, a flicker of hope sparking in his chest. “You think so?”

	She nodded, her expression firm. “It’s basically a town. Small, but still substantial. There’ll be…survivors. More eyes, more ears. If there were an attack, they’d have more warning, more time than we did. More people to deal with it.”

	He wanted to believe her. Desperately. 

	Kira reached behind her to a supply box and pulled out a thermos, unscrewing the lid. Steam curled out, carrying a rich, sweet scent. She extended it towards him.

	“Hot chocolate,” she said. “To take the edge off the heat. Yes, I did think of everything.”

	He took the thermos, the metal warm against his gloved hand. He lifted it to his lips and took a tentative sip. The chocolate was thick and sweet, coating his tongue, a welcome warmth spreading through him. But there was something else too, a subtle burn at the back of his throat.

	“Whoa,” he said, lowering the thermos. “This has got a bit of a kick. Is that whiskey?”

	“She must have used the special recipe,” chuckled Aster. “For medicinal purposes, of course.”

	Kira just smirked, not denying it. “You're welcome.”

	Aster took the thermos, her fingers brushing his as she accepted it. She took a long pull, then lowered it, licking her lips. 

	“You made it strong, too.” Aster handed the thermos back to Kira, but her gaze lingered on Jove. “Warms you up everywhere, doesn’t it?”

	He met her eyes, a familiar heat sparking in his chest. “Sure does.”

	Aster laughed again, a light, playful sound. She straightened, stretching her arms above her head, her jacket riding up slightly. 

	“Well,” she said, with a practiced yawn. “I’m beat. All that fresh air. Think I should probably curl up in my sleeping bag and try to get some sleep.”

	Jove nodded, the unspoken invitation hanging between them. “I think I'm at that very same point.”

	Kira let out a slow breath, a sound that was almost a sigh, laced with a knowing weariness. “Yes. Restful sleep. That’s exactly what we all need. Big day tomorrow. First light, we’re moving. No late nights.”

	Eve made a face, a subtle tightening of her lips that suggested she’d just tasted something unpleasant, but she didn’t say anything. She just waved them off as they moved toward the tent flap.

	Jove let his hand drift to the small of her back as they put their boots on, his fingers warming even though they only pressed into her bulky winter outerwear. Aster leaned into him slightly, her hip bumping his as they moved towards the tent flap. He felt the familiar spark ignite between them, a current of something illicit and exciting.

	The short walk between the tents felt charged, the cold air an interesting contrast to the sudden heat blooming in his veins. He could practically feel Eve’s eyes on their backs, and Kira’s knowing gaze. It was a performance, he knew, a subtle dance of defiance and desire played out behind the thin veil of tent canvas.

	Giggles bubbled up from Aster, soft sounds that the wind almost swallowed, but he heard them, felt them vibrate against his own chest as they walked hip to hip. He chuckled too, a low sound that rumbled in his throat. It felt ridiculous, this stolen moment in the middle of nowhere, like teenagers sneaking back into the house after curfew.

	They ducked through the entrance of their own tent, the sudden enclosure cozy and contained compared to the wide-open ice outside. The heater hummed steadily, pushing back some of the chill, but the night still held a bite. Before Aster had even fully taken her boots off, Jove was already all over her.

	He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her back against him, his pelvis nudging against her backside in a blatant press. He felt her breath stutter, a small gasp that was half laughter, half something else entirely.

	She elbowed him playfully in the ribs, her gloved arm surprisingly firm even through his thick layers. 

	“Jove,” she breathed, her voice a low murmur, “At least wait until we’re completely inside.”

	“Yeah,” he growled. “I can't wait to get inside.”

	“You are becoming entirely too cocky, young man.”

	“You love it.” He ran his hands up her body, fingers briefly running over her jacket clad breasts.

	“We’ll see who loves what,” Aster mumbled, her voice losing coherence as she giggled again, stepping fully into the tent. She swayed slightly, then turned to face him, her eyes bright and mischievous in the dim tent light.

	He grinned back at her, feeling a surge of heat that had nothing to do with the tent heater.

	 


Chapter 21

	The small space felt suddenly intimate, the small tent loaded with unspoken desires and the promise of forbidden touches. Aster began unzipping her parka, her movements a little clumsy, maybe from the spiked hot chocolate, or maybe from the same anticipation that was thrumming through him.

	He reached out to help her, his fingers brushing against hers as he found the zipper pull and tugged it down. The heavy parka fell open, revealing the layers underneath. She shrugged it off her shoulders, letting it drop to the insulated floor of the tent. He mirrored her actions, pulling off his own outer layers, the movement feeling almost ritualistic, like shedding the constraints of the outside world to reveal something more primal underneath.

	Aster reached for the button of his snow pants. As she knelt, her gaze met his, a playful challenge in her eyes. Her fingers worked quickly, undoing the straps, and then, before he could anticipate it, she leaned forward. A soft gasp escaped his lips as her mouth pressed against the growing bulge in his pants, her lips warm and firm through the layers of fabric.

	“Fuck,” Jove breathed out, the word a mix of disbelief and pure want. 

	He threaded his fingers through Aster's blonde hair, the strands soft and cool against his skin. His other hand cupped her cheek, his thumb tracing the curve of her jaw as she pressed kisses against him through the thick fabric of his pants.

	She giggled against him, a low, throaty sound that vibrated against his groin. The sound was intoxicating. Her lips were soft and insistent, and he felt his body respond instantly, his cock hardening even more against the barrier of his boxers.

	Slowly, teasingly, she moved her hands to the snap of his pants, her fingers fumbling slightly with the cold metal. He held his breath, anticipation tightening his chest. She worked the snap open, then the zipper, each small sound magnified in the close confines of the tent. He could feel the cold air seep in as she pushed the fabric of his pants down, bunching them around his thighs, but she stopped before his boxers.

	Her lips trailed up, leaving a damp path along the cotton, until she was looking up at him, her eyes dark and knowing. Dirty eye contact. He swallowed hard.

	“Is there something you want, Jove?” she whispered, her breath warm against exposed skin. 

	Another kiss, softer this time, landing right on the seam of his boxers, right where he was straining against the fabric. 

	“Oh fuck,” he groaned. He rubbed the back of her head, urging her on.

	“Something you need?” Her voice was a husky murmur, laced with playful invitation and something deeper, something that resonated in his chest.

	“Aster,” he muttered, his voice thick with desire. 

	He pulled away just enough to shrug out of his boxers, his cock springing free, thick and heavy in the cold air. He didn't even register the chill anymore. All he could feel was the heat radiating from Aster, the anticipation burning in her eyes.

	“Oh my,” muttered Aster. “Is this… one of the demivirus changes you were talking about? I finally get to see the, ahem, evidence for myself.”

	Her eyes hung on his erection, brimming with fascination.

	“You'll get to do more than just see it,” he said.

	He glanced up, his gaze lingering on the soft glow of the travel lantern hanging from the tent's center pole. The light, while muted, cast long, dancing shadows against the tent’s inner canopy. Insulated, yes, but not opaque. He pictured the thin fabric stretched taut, their silhouettes likely visible to anyone outside who happened to glance their way. His mother. Eve. Anyone.

	It was blatant. Completely and utterly without subtlety.

	But the thought barely registered, a fleeting flicker of caution against the roaring inferno of his arousal. Aster was kneeling before him, her breath ghosting over his skin as she looked up at him, her expression a mixture of invitation and wicked delight. He was lost. Completely and utterly lost.

	Then, she moved. Her hands, surprisingly warm now, cupped his shaft, her touch sending a jolt of pure electricity through him. He gasped, his head falling back as she leaned forward again. Her lips closed around the sensitive tip of his cock, her mouth hot and wet, and he forgot everything else. Forgot the cold, forgot the risk, forgot the world outside the thin canvas walls of the tent.

	He grabbed her face, his fingers tangling in her hair, holding her head still, drawing her closer, deeper. He was too far gone to stop now. Too consumed by the raw, forbidden pleasure of her mouth on him. Let them see. Let them watch. He didn't care. Not anymore. 

	“Oh, you dirty boy,” whispered Aster, her voice thick with amusement and something else, something hotter. 

	She paused, pulling back just enough to look him in the eye. Then she took him deeper again, her mouth working with practiced skill. He could feel the slide of her tongue, the gentle pressure of her teeth. Her eyes, locked on his, were bright, almost predatory.

	She bobbed her head twice, a rhythmic motion that was almost too pleasurable. When she pulled back this time, a thin strand of saliva stretched between her lips and the tip of his cock, glistening in the dim light.

	“We’re going to have to be quiet,” she said, her voice a low rumble that tickled his skin. “These tents? Not exactly soundproof.”

	He was already pulling her towards the cot, his hands finding the hem of her sweater and yanking it upwards. Fabric bunched around her chest, and he tugged again, harder, until it was over her head and tossed carelessly to the side. She wore a thin thermal top underneath, outlining the swell of her breasts. He reached for that next, his fingers clumsy with haste.

	“Quiet is on you,” he growled, his voice rough. “Not my fault if you can’t keep your moans down.”

	Aster let out a soft sound, a breathy exhale that was already halfway to a moan. “Then take your best shot, darling.”

	He tugged the thermal top over Aster’s head, revealing her bra. His breath caught. Even in the dim light, the sight of her bare skin stole the breath from his lungs. She was magnificent. 

	Full breasts straining against the lace, pale skin flushed from the hot chocolate and their shared excitement. He unhooked the front clasp of her bra, and it fell away, revealing her completely. He stared, transfixed. Her breasts were even fuller than he remembered, the nipples tight and erect. He reached out, his fingers tracing the curve of her breast, the soft skin warm beneath his touch.

	Aster smirked, a knowing, playful curve of her lips. She stepped back and then gracefully lay back on one of the cots, her movements fluid and seductive. She propped herself up on an elbow, one leg bent at the knee, the other stretched out along the cot, casually crossed over the first at the ankle. She was presenting herself to him, a living, breathing invitation.

	She lifted her free leg, the bare foot extending towards him. Her toes wiggled playfully as she reached out and used her foot to caress his chest, the sole surprisingly soft against his skin. He felt a shiver run through him, a mixture of arousal and something akin to reverence.

	He moved closer, his gaze fixed on her body. Gently, he reached out and took hold of her thighs, his hands warm against her cool skin. He pulled her legs apart, widening the angle, opening her up to him. Aster didn't resist, only watched him, her eyes alight with anticipation.

	Aster reached up, cupping his cheek in her hand. Her touch was gentle, but firm. She pulled his face down to hers, her lips parting slightly. Their mouths met, and the kiss was immediate fire. Passionate, hungry, desperate. Their tongues tangled, a silent conversation of need and desire. He pressed closer, his body molding against hers, feeling the perfect fit, like puzzle pieces finally finding their long-sought match.

	Jove’s mind drifted for a moment, a strange sense of detachment settling over him even as his body thrummed with arousal. The world had ended. Or at least, the world he knew. Everything was different now. Rules, boundaries, the very fabric of his life, all shredded. The old Jove, the one who’d worried about rent and held down a dead-end job, could never have imagined this. Aunt Aster? Impossible. Taboo. Unspeakable. Back then.

	But back then was gone. And here, in this flimsy tent on a frozen wasteland, with the woman he’d practically viewed as a second mother beneath him, it felt… right. Wildly, shockingly, exhilaratingly right.

	He pushed those thoughts aside, focusing on the present, on the feel of Aster’s skin beneath his hands, the taste of her mouth, the way her body yielded to his. He shifted, settling between her legs in a missionary position, his gaze locking with hers.

	He started to move, slow and deep, and Aster gasped, her eyes widening. She wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him closer, her fingernails digging lightly into his back through his thermal shirt. A soft moan escaped her lips, and she quickly pressed her hand against her mouth, muffling the sound. Her eyes darted towards the tent walls, a fleeting reminder of their precarious privacy.

	The folding cot wasn't built for this. It swayed precariously with each thrust, the metal frame groaning in protest. Missionary was quickly becoming impractical. Jove paused, lifting himself up slightly, breaking their connection for a moment. Aster looked at him questioningly, her breath coming in shallow pants.

	He shifted again, rolling them both to their sides, Aster was now on top, straddling his hips. It was awkward, their limbs tangled, but it worked. And within seconds, it was even better. He gripped her hips, guiding her, and then she took over, her movements becoming more assured, more demanding in that sexually compelling way.

	“Aster,” Jove groaned, his voice thick with pleasure. His hands moved from her hips to her buttocks, his fingers digging into the soft flesh, urging her closer, deeper. 

	“Jove,” she gasped again, her voice strained, a clear struggle to keep quiet. 

	The small cot creaked from their movements, the metal frame groaning with each thrust as Aster rode him faster and faster, her pace quickening, her rhythm frantic.

	She leaned forward, bracing her hands on his chest, her hair falling around his face in a blonde curtain. Her lips found his, and they kissed deeply, fiercely, their mouths open, sucking with need. The world narrowed to just the taste of her, the feel of her moving on him, the sound of their ragged breaths and the creaking cot.

	A wave of sensation washed over him, building and building until it broke, a powerful surge that ripped through him. He unloaded inside her, the force of it so strong, so voluminous, it was almost shocking. He wondered absently if perhaps the demivirus had tampered with a few of the knobs affecting his fertility.

	The thought was sobering, but Aster, warm and soft and still astride him, was just the antidote. They kissed again and he held her, taking solace in the realness of her presence even as she similarly found safety in his arms.

	 

	


Chapter 22

	Jove and Aster shared two pressed together cots, which was about as comfortable as it sounded. Still, he awoke with a stirring in his heart as much as anywhere else, contented in a way that shouldn't have been possible in such a barren environment.

	Jove watched Aster sleep. Her blonde hair splayed across the pillow, a soft halo in the dim light filtering through the tent fabric. It wasn't just for Aster, he realized, this warmth that bloomed in his chest. It was because of Aster, yes, that initial spark, that undeniable pull. 

	But it was bigger now. It encompassed Eve, always challenging, always vibrant. It included his mother, driven, complex, and yes, someone he loved in a way that grew increasingly complicated day by day.

	This wasn’t just lust. It was love. A fierce, protective thing that settled in his bones. They were his family. Termina Station, this frozen wasteland, the drones, the AI, the looming threat of... everything. It had thrown them together, forged them into something more than just related individuals. They were a team. His team. And he had a role here, a purpose. It wasn't just about surviving. It was about protecting them.

	He was a man. A protector. He’d spent too long drifting, aimless. Now, staring at Aster’s peaceful face, the weight of responsibility felt… right. Not crushing, but solid. Grounding. He had something to fight for, people to shield. A reason to be more than just Jove, the guy who couldn’t pay his rent and blamed everything on his old legal troubles. He was Jove, their Jove.

	A soft snort escaped Aster’s lips, a tiny puff of air that ruffled a stray strand of blonde hair hanging across her face. It was utterly, ridiculously cute. He leaned over and pressed a kiss to her forehead, and she muttered something inaudible.

	He dressed quickly, pulling on his layers of thermal wear, the familiar scratchy wool against his skin a comfort. Snow pants, jacket, gloves, hat – the ritual of suiting up for the cold now ingrained in his muscle memory. He unzipped the tent flap, peering out. The landscape remained a blank and featureless void, the wind still whipping at the canvas.

	Assuming Kira would be up and prepping breakfast, Jove crunched across the snow to her tent. He ducked inside, expecting the warm scent of brewing coffee or at least the rustle of food packaging. Instead, he found his mother, newly risen, and bare naked as the day she was born.

	She stilled. A breath caught, but she didn’t scream, didn’t even really flinch. Just met his gaze, a flicker of something unreadable in her pale blue eyes. Eve was a dark lump under her sleeping bag on her cot, oblivious.

	Kira lifted her chin slightly, exposed, but not diminished, not a scrambling maid in a desperate search for modesty. Jove felt a dark stirring within him as his eyes drank in the sight of her nude breasts, each dotted with a flower bud nub amidst ghostly areola. His eyes were so focused he swore he could see bumps of gooseflesh standing out. 

	She reached for clothes slowly, pretending not to pay him much attention in a way that confirmed the opposite. Everything was scattered across the tent floor but she quickly found what she needed, pulling on a thermal top, then leggings, with swift motions. 

	Each movement, however efficient, was a fresh torment. Watching her dress, the curve of her back as she reached for her bra, the slide of fabric over her skin – it was hotter, somehow, than if she’d stayed exposed. The forbidden nature of it, the nearness of Eve, the sheer audacity of the moment.

	“Morning,” she finally said, voice a touch husky, but otherwise even. No panic, no forced pleasantries. Just his mother.

	“Morning.” He managed to keep his voice level. “Figured you’d be… cooking.”

	A hint of a smile touched her lips. “Not quite yet. Figured we could use hot water first. Unless you’re suddenly a master chef in cooking with frozen ingredients?”

	“Hardly.” He busied himself with the stove, fumbling with the fuel canister, needing something to do with his hands, somewhere to focus his gaze other than on her. He wrestled the canister into place, the click of connection sounding loud in the confined space.

	“Water?” he said.

	“Next to the flap,” said Kira.

	He located the water container and poured some into a pot, placing it on the stove. The small flame hissed, and condensation began to rise off the heating water. He busied himself unpacking mugs and instant coffee packets, anything to avoid looking directly at his mother as she finished dressing.

	The silence stretched, thick with unspoken things. He could feel her watching him, even without turning around. It was a familiar weight, her gaze, but now laced with something new, something charged.

	Once the water was steaming, he made the coffee and poured it into two mugs, handing one to Kira. She took it, her fingers brushing his, a fleeting contact that sent a jolt through him.

	She finally turned to him, mug cradled in her hands, steam rising to soften the sharp angles of her face. 

	“Good morning, Jovian.” Her voice was softer now, less strained than before.

	“Good morning, Mom,” he replied, and before he could second-guess it, he moved. 

	He stepped close, close enough to smell the lingering scent of her skin, and wrapped his arms around her. It wasn’t a quick, casual hug. He held her tight, body melding against hers, warmth radiating between them like a runaway wildfire. It was intimate, possessive, and probably inappropriate.

	A rustle from the other cot. Eve stirred. She sat up, blinking sleepily, completely naked under the sleeping bag, which she now pushed down to her waist. She stretched, a languid, brazen movement, and yawned. Her gaze flicked to Jove and Kira, locked in their embrace, and a smirk touched her lips.

	“Please tell me there's coffee?” she muttered, voice still thick with sleep. 

	“I can confirm that much,” said Jove.

	Eve was just as naked as his mother had been as she reached for her clothes, pulling on thermals with an equally rebellious disregard for modesty.

	Aster unzipped the tent flap, letting in a burst of colder air. “Don't tell me I'm the last one up?”

	“Only just,” said Jove. “You didn't miss much.”

	“Coffee’s hot,” said Kira, her voice regaining its usual crisp edge. “And we have protein bars. Breakfast of champions.”

	They gathered around the small stove, the four of them, sipping hot coffee and tearing into the energy bars, still bleary from sleep.

	They tasted a bit like sawdust and cardboard, but calories were calories and Jove was in no mood to complain. The coffee, at least, was hot and strong. Conversation remained minimal, a comfortable silence settling between them, punctuated only by the rustle of wrappers and the clinking of mugs.

	Breaking down camp proved a more laborious task than setting it up. The cold seemed to seep into everything, making fingers clumsy and stiff. Folding the tents required frozen fingers working against stubborn fabric. Rolling up the insulated floor tiles was like wrestling with frozen pastry dough. Even the cots, lightweight as they were, felt heavier and more awkward in the biting air.

	Packing the sleds took even longer. They’d unpacked with a certain hurried abandon, scattering gear around the campsite. Now, everything had to be meticulously repacked, secured against the bumpy ride ahead. Jove double-checked the bindings on Mango and Pomegranates' box, ensuring the cats were safe and as comfortable as possible in the carrier.

	Finally, they were ready. Snowmobiles lined up, sleds caught, gear secured. The whole process had taken nearly an hour, far longer than Jove would have guessed. He swung a leg over his snowmobile, the cold seat biting through his thermal layers, but he barely noticed. He was ready to move.

	Kira adjusted her goggles, her face grim. “Port Sirius. Straight shot, if we can manage it.”

	“Sounds good to me,” said Jove. He glanced at Eve, already revving her engine. “The two of us will take the lead. Ready, Eve?”

	She grinned, a flash of white teeth against her wind-chapped lips. “Born ready.” 

	Eve nudged her snowmobile forward, taking point. Jove followed, falling in behind her, the engine roaring to life beneath him. He glanced back at Aster and Kira, bringing up the rear, then focused on the endless white expanse ahead. Port Sirius. It was time to go.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 23

	Jove reveled in the innate thrill of riding a snowmobile alongside his competitive sister across flat and even terrain. They jockied for a while, trading off the lead and cutting in front of one another in ostensibly sensible ways to avoid drawing their mother's ire.

	The snowmobile offered a strange sort of freedom. It was good to feel something other than worry for a few minutes. The landscape ahead began to rise in a gradual slope, the last incline before Port Sirius should come into view. Usually, from the crest of that rise, they could see the somewhat weathered and ramshackle outpost nestled between the white expanse and the coast.

	It was only then that the noise became distinct. A high-pitched buzzing, an angry sound separate from the snowmobile engines. Jove glanced up. Two drones, flying low against the pale sky, passed overhead. 

	He slowed, making out the details. They were propeller driven, but with distinctly alien features. Attached beneath the main body were odd, bulbous protrusions. They reminded him of insect thoraxes, swollen little unsettling bundles that were fit for an unknown purpose.

	Jove squeezed his brake lever, snowmobile stuttering to a halt. He cut the engine. The sudden silence amplified the drone buzz, now receding in the distance. He looked back at Kira, Aster, and Eve and saw concern in their expressions that mirrored his own.

	“Abacus or Tchaikovsky?” muttered Kira, furrowing her brow and looking so very tired.

	“Tchaikovsky,” said Jove. 

	He rubbed the back of his wrist against his chest, feeling an odd certainty within his guess, almost like a faint electric current was humming through his bones. The demivirus? Maybe. Probably.

	“Does it matter?” asked Aster. “I can't imagine this would be good news for Port Sirius, either way.”

	“Neither can I.” Eve revved her snow mobile and shifted in the saddle. “So why are we wasting time here?”

	Eve didn’t wait for an answer. She gunned her engine and shot up the slope. Jove hesitated a moment longer, caught between his concern for Port Sirius and the fear of what they might find. Concern won out. He kicked his own snowmobile into gear and followed.

	The climb was short. Soon, the crest of the rise appeared. Jove topped the hill and Port Sirius spread out before them. It wasn’t the ramshackle outpost he remembered. It was a scene of utter chaos.

	Drones. Dozens, maybe hundreds, swarmed above Port Sirius like angry bees disturbed from a hive. They darted between the main building, disappearing in and out of windows like flies through the eyeholes of a decaying skull, descending upon anything moving across the snow.

	His heart skipped a beat. People. A small group, maybe fifteen or so, were fleeing the outpost, scattering across the white expanse. They looked tiny, insignificant figures against the vast backdrop of snow and the overwhelming drone presence. Jove couldn't make out faces, and had no idea of Victor or anyone else he might recognize was among them.

	Silver shapes littered the snow near the fleeing group and around the edges of Port Sirius itself. Body bags. The same metallic silver as the bulbous protrusions on the drones. Dozens of them, scattered like discarded trash.

	Some drones descended, thin hook arms extending to latch onto the body bags. They rose slowly, lifting the silver forms into the air, carrying them away like the spoils of war.

	But not all the bags were still. Some of the silver shapes on the snow writhed with sickening, jerky motions. They seemed to squirm, convulsing on the ground, whatever or whoever was inside fighting against their metallic confines.

	“Oh God,” muttered Aster, as she slowed to a stop next to him.

	“We have to help them!” Jove reached for where he'd stowed his pistol away, though he wasn't sure where the hell he'd aim it and not for a lack of targets.

	“Aster!” shouted Kira.

	Jove’s gaze snapped to his aunt. She’d edged forward on her snowmobile, maybe to get a better look. One of the drones detached from the swarm above Port Sirius. It plunged downwards, a black dart against the pale sky, aimed directly at Aster.

	It happened fast. Too fast. Jove’s brain struggled to process the transformation. The bulbous thorax beneath the drone split open, and a silver mesh erupted, blossoming like a grotesque flower. It wasn’t mechanical, not exactly. The net seemed to unfold with a terrifying organic fluidity, seeming almost alive as it dropped. It enveloped Aster in a shimmering, metallic cocoon.

	She screamed, a muffled cry swallowed by the net. He saw her hands, pale fingers pressed against the silver strands, distorted and desperate, trapped in a shimmering shroud. She clawed, frantic, but the fibrous veil held. It clung to her, conforming to her shape, a living, breathing thing suffocating her in plain sight.

	More drones descended. They landed on the net, attaching themselves to it and Aster. They started to move, dragging Aster, encased and struggling, across the snow towards Port Sirius.

	Jove jammed the throttle, snowmobile leaping forward. He raced after them, the engine screaming, but they were pulling her away, too quickly, too relentlessly. The gap wasn't closing. It was widening.

	A familiar sensation prickled at the base of his skull. The electric hum, the demivirus. It throbbed, insistent, a frantic whisper in his mind. 

	Do something.

	But what? His fingers tightened on the snowmobile grips. He was fast, stronger now, maybe. But drones and AI engineered bodybags? This wasn’t a fistfight. He was out of his depth, useless. Fear raked over him, cold and mockingly sharp, but beneath it, the demivirus pulsed, a desperate, frantic energy demanding release. He needed to act. He tried to breathe, to feel out the limit of his control.

	“Aster!”

	The scream tore from his throat, raw and desperate. He stretched out a hand, reaching, reaching, distance be damned. It felt like his fingers closed on something. Not air. Something solid, resistant.

	He yanked back. Hard.

	One of the drones jerked, a mechanical shudder running through its frame. It veered wildly off course, banging into its neighbor. A fragile aerial dance, broken by a single misstep. The lines tangled and the drones immediately plummeted. They crashed into the snow in a heap of metal and silver mesh.

	Jove didn't hesitate. He gunned it, racing toward the downed drones, toward Aster. He almost rolled his snowmobile as he came to a rapid stop on the uneven slope.

	“Aster!” He hopped off and fell to his knees at her side. “Hold on!”

	He thought he'd already managed the hard part, but the material of the net itself seemed to have no visible opening for him to simply unzip or untie. 

	Aster yelled, the sound muffled and panicked. He could hear her breathing, rapid and shallow, through the silver mesh. He grabbed at the net, fingers scrabbling at the smooth, resistant surface. It wouldn't budge. It was like trying to tear fabric woven from steel.

	Jove's panic flared. He patted his pockets, a useless gesture. No knife or multitool. He'd fallen out of the habit of carrying one. His urban exploration days were long behind him.

	His gaze flicked to his snowmobile, the sled caught behind. Tools. Maybe something sharp. But was their time? Every second Aster was trapped in that thing added to the danger. He glanced back at the writhing silver shapes scattered across the snow near Port Sirius. He couldn't waste time rummaging through the sled.

	In desperation, he leaned closer to the net, his face inches from the shimmering material. He had to try something. Anything. He had a singular idea, and it wasn't all that sophisticated. He opened his mouth, teeth bared, and bit down.

	The material gave way. Not with a struggle, not with resistance. His teeth sank in, tearing through the silver strands like they were paper. He blinked, surprised. He bit again, ripping a larger gash. It was almost too easy.

	He tore at the mesh with his teeth, working quickly, widening the opening. He wondered if he had the demivirus to thank for his jaw and canine teeth's enhanced utility. The memory of how the drone had jerked seemingly at his command came back to him, and he breathed out, pointing his focus back toward what mattered.

	Aster's face came free from the net and she sucked down a gasping breath, face flushed, eyes terrified. Jove hugged her as he helped her up, aware of how much danger they were still in.

	“Jove!” Kira and Eve were at the top of the slope he'd gone down, waving to get his attention. “We have to go!”

	He glanced at where his mother was indicating and saw that more drones were taking notice of them. A storm cloud's worth of buzzing propellers and beady camera eyes were currently bearing down on him and his family.

	Jove watched, helpless, as the last of the fleeing figures stumbled, fell, and were swarmed by drones. More silver nets bloomed, grotesque flowers unfurling in the snow. The remaining survivors, their desperate dash for freedom cut short, were enveloped, cocooned, and dragged off in the distance, their struggles becoming weaker, then still.

	He knew, with a sickening certainty, that even if he could replicate whatever strange trick he’d just pulled off with Aster’s net, it wouldn’t matter. He’d maybe bought them a few minutes, a breath of air, but against this… this swarm, it was nothing. A gesture in the face of a storm.

	Hundreds of drones filled the sky above Port Sirius, an uncountable number. Thousands, maybe, if this was just a fraction of what was out there. He was one person. Enhanced, maybe, changed, definitely, but still just one person, armed with nothing but a pistol and a surge of panicked adrenaline.

	He looked from the drones to Aster, still trembling in his arms, then to Kira and Eve, their faces grim. His mother was right. They had to go. There was nothing here for them but death.

	“Let's go,” said Jove, his voice hoarse. “Right now!”

	He didn't wait for further discussion. He pulled Aster onto the back of his snowmobile. Eve was already swinging a leg over her seat, engine rumbling. Kira was turning her own machine around, back towards Termina Station, but back towards… what? What awaited them back at their base, now that it had been discovered and was as much of a target as Port Sirius? 

	He didn't know. But what other choice was there?

	 

	 

	


Chapter 24

	They were not pursued by the drones, but it felt like small solace amidst the greater tragedy. Jove once more took the lead with Eve, but the previous jockeying and speeding along the snow became more of a deliberate, almost hesitant pace.

	What would they do without Port Sirius? The question hung heavy, unspoken, in the frigid air. Jove couldn’t answer it, at least not in a way that didn't feel like quietly giving up. Port Sirius had represented a lifeline, a source of propane and potentially other resources, a place with other people even if they were trouble as often as help. Now, it was nothing. Another ruin of the new world.

	Without propane, Termina Station, and by extension, their little family, would have to surrender to the climate. He pictured the slow creep of cold, the dwindling heat, the eventual stillness. A shiver that had nothing to do with the Antarctic chill overtook him.

	The rest of the morning blurred into the afternoon. The snowmobiles ate up the miles, a relentless churn against the white expanse. Jove kept his focus forward, the drone-filled chaos of Port Sirius a raw wound in his mind. He glanced back periodically, ensuring Eve and Aster and Kira were still behind him, a small, fragile convoy against the vast indifference of Antarctica.

	They stopped once, mid-afternoon. Kira called a halt over the comms, voice tight. “Check in. Everyone okay?”

	“Peachy,” said Eve, her tone flat.

	Aster’s voice came next, a little breathless. “Cold, but hanging in there.”

	“I'm fine,” Jove said. He didn't elaborate. Fine wasn't really the right word. Numb was closer.

	Kira just sighed in acknowledgement. “Let’s keep moving.”

	The journey resumed, the snow stretching onward, unbroken. The sun, a pale disc in the sky, began its slow descent. Then, in the distance, a dark smudge appeared on the horizon. Termina Station.

	A wave of something close to relief washed over Jove. The modular base still stood against the white landscape, stark and solid. From this distance, at least, nothing seemed different. It was as if they’d never left, as if Port Sirius and the swarming drones had been some fever dream out on the ice.

	Of course, he knew better. He remembered the gaping hole in his bunk room wall, the splintered metal, the cold bite of Antarctic air where insulation should have been. The solar panels would be buried under snow again, no doubt. But from here, from the snowmobile seat, Termina looked like it always did. A small island of something resembling safety in a world gone mad.

	He pulled up to the entrance module, killing the engine. The sudden silence after the snowmobile’s whine was almost jarring. Eve and Aster and Kira parked beside him, the small convoy settling into stillness.

	Kira was already unbuckling her helmet, her movements brisk, almost urgent. 

	“Andromeda, we ran into some trouble, just as we were afraid of,” she said. “Andi? Are you there?”

	Silence. Only the wind, a low, mournful whistle, answered her.

	Jove felt like it was simply the fulfillment of the dark, doomed prophecy promised by what they'd seen. Andromeda was always… there. A constant presence, a calm voice in the background, the station’s quiet hum. Silence from Andromeda felt wrong and unnatural, another chink in their crumbling armor.

	“Let's get inside,” he said. “We'll figure it out.”

	He tried to manifest confidence he didn't feel as he looked at the others. Kira nodded, while Aster and Eve directed their gazes outward. Jove helped unpack the sleds, piling everything in the entrance chamber and wondering if it made the most sense to leave it all there until they decided what to do next.

	“Look.” Aster came up next to him, setting a hand on his shoulder. “Up there.”

	Her voice was weary but shaken. Jove looked up and immediately saw why. A massive object was descending toward Termina Station.

	“What the fuck…” muttered Eve, voice barely audible above the wind.

	Jove stared. It hung there, impossibly large and undeniably artificial. A disc of dull metal, thin and wide, catching the weak sunlight in flat, unbroken planes. No wings, no rotors, no exhaust – nothing to explain how it stayed aloft, let alone comfortably descended. It looked exactly like the grainy photos and shaky videos he’d seen online, the ones people dismissed as hoaxes or weather balloons. A goddamn flying saucer.

	“Is that…?” Aster started, her voice trailing off.

	“Whatever happens, we stay together,” said Kira. 

	Her voice came out almost as a plea, barely there, but it still cut through the wind and the rising panic. She grabbed Jove's hand and squeezed it.

	He nodded, throat tight. Stay together. It was all they could do.

	The object continued its descent. Slowly, deliberately, as if guided by an unseen hand. No rush of air, no sonic boom, just a silent, inexorable lowering towards the ice. It grew larger, blotting out more of the pale sky. The metallic surface was smooth, seamless. He could make out faint lines now, almost like panels, but still no sign of engines, no sign of anything that made sense.

	It settled onto the snow with a soft hiss, a puff of displaced powder swirling outwards. It landed between Termina Station and the solar panel array, a stark, alien shape against the familiar, boxy modules of the base. It went silent, suddenly inanimate like a newly parked car after a long journey. And they were standing in the entrance chamber, exposed, watching it.

	“IT IS NO LONGER SAFE FOR YOU TO REMAIN HERE.” Abacus's voice, faintly artificial and monotone, bellowed outward from an unseen speaker.

	“Did you do something to Andromeda?” shouted Jove.

	“I HAVE NOT HARMED YOUR AI.”

	Jove exchanged glances with the others, his uncertainty mirrored in their expressions.

	“What do you want?” asked Kira.

	“FOR YOU TO COME TO A SAFER PLACE.”

	A small ramp extended outward from the side of the apparent drone craft. The wind blew with biting intensity, bits of snow swirling just above the ground.

	What choice did they have?
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