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      As promised, this book is dedicated to my friend Machina, who has been with me from the beginning of this journey. One of my fondest memories of writing this series was watching you read through the ending of the very first draft.

      

      In case you haven’t figured it out yet, I dare a great deal. I hope you enjoy this version and the ending as much as you did the original, and as always...

      

      With all my love,

      Boot to the head!
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      Parents: This series is intended for adult and mature young adult readers due to scenes with both sex and violence. If you’re unsure whether this book is suitable for your child, I recommend reading it yourself first.

      Detailed trigger warnings and other in-fur-mation can be found on my website at https://heatingcats.com

      To my fans: from the bottom of my heart, I thank you! I would love to hear from you. Please consider leaving a review or sending me a message, even if you threw my book in the freezer until the characters learned to calm down. (Yes, that’s happened.)
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            JERAN: SENIOR COUNCILOR

          

        

      

    

    
      As he usually did, Jeran Chenzira woke long before his alarm went off, only today was the first day he’d ever woken as a member of the Senior Council, and, for perhaps the first time in his life, he had absolutely no desire to get out of bed and go to work.

      He lay there quietly purring, wrapped in his partner’s strong embrace, thanking every Ancient God in the universe for the blessing of this glorious day. He could barely believe that he and Myra had both survived, and on far better terms than they’d had any right to expect.

      He’d walked into the council chamber prepared to die, prepared to watch the love of his life die, and his children and grandchildren punished for a crime they did not commit, and prepared to commit treason to save the Hue-mans from genocide.

      Instead, he’d walked away with a new daughter and the rank of Senior Councilor for her people, making him one of the six most powerful people in the universe. That thought downright terrified him.

      His people, he reminded himself. He was now, and would always be, counted as one of them.

      Somehow, Little Flower had managed to take on the entire Senior Council without raising a single claw, changing his and Myra’s convictions into a victory. He wasn’t even sure if a Senior Council verdict had ever been changed before, certainly not within minutes of that verdict being read, and not without the majority support of the Full Council.

      He chuckled at the memory of Tabor’s stunned silence. Granted, he’d been just as stunned. Not just by Little Flower’s decisions, but also by her defense of him. He had no right to that, not after everything that had been done to her under his care and jurisdiction.

      The day hadn’t been entirely celebratory, though. He’d still had to oversee the execution of his daughter’s rapist, and while he was glad the male was now dead, he was sure he’d hear the male’s screams in his nightmares for years to come, and not just because they’d sounded like the screams of a cub.

      He’d overseen several executions in his life, but they’d never been as drawn out. 2A326 had earned his death, and spent the last hour of his life regretting the horrible decisions he’d made before Jer had given the order for Myra to end it.

      At the time, he’d been far more worried about Myra. She’d been so close to losing control during the trial. Both he and the Senior Honor Guard had attempted to convince her to let them perform the execution, but she’d given her word to Little Flower and had insisted.

      To his absolute relief and astonishment, Myra had remained in full control of her instinct the entire time, and outside of being placed on the watch list by Kendra, which was both expected and the standard procedure, there had thankfully been no issues. If anything, Myra had calmed significantly.

      He was honestly glad she’d turned down his offer, although he’d never admit it to anyone. He had never killed before, had always let the Senior Councilor or the Guard handle it when necessary, but now that horrible duty was his responsibility.

      That thought caused him to stop purring.

      He was the Senior Councilor now, and he didn’t have a Guard to call in. He honestly wondered if he could go through with it, if, no, when he had to in the future. He just prayed that 2A326 was the only monster they’d rescued from Earth.

      I wonder if I can borrow Kendra and her guards for a while, at least until the Hue-mans set up their own guard. I imagine Marcus, at least, wouldn’t mind.

      Soft snores came from the other side of his room.

      He shifted his head slightly so he could see in that direction and smiled. His parents hadn’t wanted to leave his side to return to his brother’s suite, had stayed late celebrating the night before, and now slept soundly on the other bed in his room. He didn’t mind and fully understood. They’d been expecting him to die the day before, too. He didn’t get to see them nearly often enough, either. It had been good having them here, and he knew they’d be returning home as soon as transport could be arranged, now that they no longer had to worry about burying their children.

      His alarm eventually went off, but rather than getting up, he hit his tablet with his tail to silence it.

      “Good morning, Senior Councilor,” Myra whispered softly in his ear.

      Jer chuckled, squeezed the arm that was currently draped over him, and twined his tail around hers. “It is far better than good, my love,” he replied just as softly. “Although for probably the first time in my life, I seem to have no desire to get out of bed and go to work.”

      The crushing weight of responsibility he’d accepted the day before was frankly just a tad overwhelming, although in many ways far less terrifying than what he thought his actions for the day were going to be.

      At least it’s not treason to protect the Hue-mans now.

      “Just because you get to make the law now, doesn’t mean you get to lie in bed all day,” his father teased from the other bed. “Senior Councilors don’t get snooze buttons.”

      “Tell me where it says that in the Charter, Papa.” He grinned, realizing he sounded just like Marsee the day she tried convincing him to let her kick the hydroponics unit.

      “Not the Charter, your oath,” his father replied.

      Jer snorted at his father. His father might be retired now, but he was still a Councilor at heart. “Well, my oath can wait a few minutes. I thought I was going to die yesterday. I fully intend to enjoy the morning that I never thought I would live to see, wrapped securely in the arms of the partner that I was terrified I would have to kill.”

      His father chuckled, but otherwise didn’t respond.

      Six minutes or so later, his alarm went off again. He hit his tablet with his tail to silence it, again, and still didn’t move, outside of re-twining his tail around Myra’s. Neither did anyone else, not until his alarm went off a third time.

      He hit it again, with perhaps far more frustration than was becoming of a Senior Councilor, but this time he sat up with a heavy sigh to turn it off. Alarm off, he was now presented with all of the additional applications he had access to, and as he stared at the screen, he once again felt the crushing weight of responsibility settle on him.

      He nearly crawled back into Myra’s strong arms to hide, but he didn’t. With another sigh, he squared his shoulders and forced himself to climb out of the bed. He padded his way across the common room to use the waste room, but stopped midway, changing his mind, and turned to look out the large window and the world below, instead.

      The sun was just starting to rise on the horizon, with pastel hints of color lighting up the sky. He didn’t think he’d ever seen a more beautiful morning, full of promise and hope for the future.

      “You’ll make a wonderful Senior Councilor, Kitten,” his father said behind him.

      “Thanks, Papa,” he replied without turning around. “I just hope I don’t mess it up too badly.”

      His father snorted. “Well, if you do, I’m sure my new granddaughter will be able to set you straight.”

      Jer shuddered at the idea of being front and center of Little Flower’s wrath, after seeing what she’d done to Senior Councilor Tabor the day before. “Now I really don’t want to go to work.”

      His father chuckled. “Well, you’ve already faced down the impossible. Everything else should be cub’s play. All you have to do now is build a home for your people, teach them to be honorable and productive citizens, and put up with your brother.”

      “Is that all?” He frowned at how much work that would entail, and then turned around with a raised brow at his father. “My brother? What do you mean by that?”

      “You do realize just how insufferable Marcus is going to be, now that you outrank him?” His father’s face was serious, but his tail spiraled with humor.

      Jer raised his other brow. He’d not even remotely considered that, but his father was right, even if he was joking. He now had to negotiate with his brother, who was now the councilor for the district Jer’s people lived in, and his big brother had always outranked him, both in authority in the Council and as his mentor.

      He wondered just how his promotion would affect their relationship, but honestly doubted it would change anything all that much. While he might have the authority of a Senior Councilor, he had far fewer people under his care and didn’t even have a planet to call his own.

      Jer snorted. He didn’t even have a home to call his own anymore, now that it had been given to the Hue-mans as punishment for his partner’s crimes. But that was a far easier price to pay than the one he’d expected. He didn’t particularly care where he lived as long as his family was with him.

      He shrugged. “I’m sure Marcus will get over it. I’m far more worried about Tabor.” Neither Tabor or the rest of the Senior Council had said or sent anything to him since he was unexpectedly promoted, and he wondered just what they were all thinking.

      His father snorted and turned to dig through the refrigeration unit for something to eat. “She’s still licking her wounds, I’m sure. Besides, after the public tail lashing she took yesterday, she won’t dare to say no to whatever you need, nor will the rest of the Senior Council.”

      Jer turned back to the window, not really seeing anything, his thoughts in a whirl with everything he now needed to do. He stayed there until Myra walked up behind him and wrapped him in a hug. He sighed with happiness and purred, relaxing into her strong arms. Whatever happened, he still had his family, and that was all that really mattered.

      The others soon exited their rooms. He hugged his daughters and wished GrandFather a good morning before making his way over to the table and the meal his father had prepared.
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      After breakfast, they all walked over to the Guild to meet up with Ellie and continue discussing their plans on how to retrofit the compound to best house and care for the few remaining species of Earth.

      He had originally been scheduled for a Local Council meeting to follow the full one, to deal with any ramifications coming from the trial, assuming any of them still had seats, or lives for that matter. But as he was no longer part of that council, and as the other Seniors had still not reached out to him, he found he suddenly had the day off, and happily joined his family. Granted, ensuring his people had a home where they felt welcome, safe, and that fit their unique needs was paramount in his list of responsibilities anyway.

      Before they began discussing the compound, Little Flower insisted on a tour of the Guild and took the time to meet and personally thank everyone who had helped provide her and her people with clothing and supplies. She made a point of not only asking about what they had been working on for her, but what they were passionate about, and asked to see examples of the work they were most proud of.

      They all wanted to see her drawings as well, but she hadn’t brought her sketchbooks with her, so she promised that she would bring something by another day.

      He watched his new daughter throughout the morning, silently observing from behind the mask he was trained to wear, marveling at how much she had changed in the past month. When she’d arrived at his home, she was nothing more than a broken and scared cub, but she was now interacting with the others like the Councilor she now was, and he wondered again why she’d really chosen him to be Senior Councilor, when she was so very clearly capable of that position herself.

      A part of him wondered if it had just been a ploy to get his conviction overturned. He certainly didn’t feel like a Senior Councilor, and he wondered how he could possibly manage to counsel a species and culture he barely understood.

      The tour took up a significant portion of the morning, so they took an early lunch in Ellie’s office and didn’t begin working on the plans for the compound until afterwards.

      Nearly three dozen masters across all aspects of the Guild provided their assistance and guidance to help make his daughter’s dreams come true. To his surprise and hers, they were all reasonably fluent in sign language, almost as well as Ellie, and it was rather surreal to be in a meeting with that many people and have it be so quiet. Only their laughter broke the silence, or the occasional need for Marsee to translate.

      The conversation and designs further highlighted the vast differences between their species and the way they viewed the world. He wouldn’t have come up with a fraction of the things Little Flower and GrandFather were requesting from the Guild Masters, ways to make their home more livable, not just for them, but for anyone who visited.

      The suggestions were all obvious once they made them, but he knew he would never have come up with them, and he’d never seen the Senior Guild Master so excited before.

      She was coming away from this conversation with dozens of new products, which would ultimately benefit his people. Since they were Little Flower’s and GrandFather’s ideas, they would get the credit for it.

      Even something as simple as a doorknob, something he would never have given a second thought about, had a significant impact on just how easily the Hue-mans could interact with his world, and they had dozens of ideas on how to solve that problem for all of the species that would eventually be visiting or living in his home.

      They spent the first few hours listing out everything Little Flower and GrandFather thought they would need or want, for their people and the other creatures, not just as they were now, but planning for the immediate future, and the expected size of the next generation. They were currently listing out what needed to go in each of the rooms for the nursing and expecting mothers, and Little Flower was madly sketching her ideas.

      “Oh, and rocking chairs,” Little Flower added, before returning to her sketching. When she looked up, though, it was to see Ellie staring at her in shock, and Myra laughing so hard she nearly fell out of her seat.

      Jer was honestly worried Myra would break her tail from how tightly it was curled.

      “What’s so funny?” Little Flower asked, looking between Myra and Ellie in confusion, as she turned her sketch around for the others to see.

      Ellie lifted her paws to sign, but she stopped and blinked at the drawing for several long seconds before answering. “Are you serious? Rocking chairs?!”

      “Yes, babies love the motion,” Little Flower replied, and frowned at her mother. “Mama, what’s so funny about a rocking chair?”

      Myra couldn’t stop laughing, just pointed at Ellie and lifted her tail, dramatically kinked over.

      Marsee was having a hard time keeping a straight face, too, but she was managing—that was, until Ellie lifted her paws at a complete loss for words, at which point it was too much, and Marsee started laughing, too.

      Everyone else in the room was completely baffled as to what was going on, but their humor was infectious, and tails were curling everywhere.

      Finally, when Myra managed to gain a semblance of control over her laughter, she began telling the tale of how Ellie had once tried inventing rocking chairs for her master’s project, only to roll over her own tail the first time she tried it out, and had then fallen over backwards reacting from the pain, and in the process destroyed the chair she’d spent months working on. It took her a good ten minutes to get the story out, though, as she kept doubling over with laughter.

      The other Guild Masters in the room began laughing and teasing Ellie, and Ellie’s expression shifted from amused to annoyed, which made everyone laugh even harder. “You’d think I’d never made a mistake before,” Ellie muttered.

      “Is that why your tail was in a splint for weeks?” one of the older masters asked. “I thought for sure someone had bitten it.”

      Ellie snorted. “That probably would have been far less painful. Little Flower, are you sure you want a rocking chair? They’re dangerous.”

      “Absolutely,” Little Flower replied with a wicked grin. “Last I checked, we don’t have tails, so we should be safe. You might want to keep your distance, though.”

      The glare Ellie gave Little Flower caused the room to burst out laughing again.

      Jer was still chuckling when his tablet dinged with the tone he used for an urgent message, and he raised his brow as he unclipped his tablet and read.

      “Well, as much as I would love to stay here and pick on Ellie, it looks like I need to go. Tabor has asked for my presence at her council meeting.”

      “What does she want?” Little Flower asked.

      “I don’t know. She didn’t say,” Jer replied, and left the others to continue on with their teasing and designs.
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      As he walked, he wondered just what Tabor wanted him for. He was fully aware of everything on the docket, and none of it should have required his attendance.

      He arrived only moments before the session started, and the moment he entered the Seniors’ conference room, where the others were all there and waiting for him, Tabor stood and walked out into the local chamber, not giving him a chance to ask what was going on.

      “All rise as the Senior Council enters the chamber!” came the booming voice of the guard outside the door — Kendra, from the sounds of things, which made him raise a brow. Her presence at the Full Council was unusual enough, but she almost never attended local sessions.

      The others followed out after Tabor, with nothing more than a nod to him. He shrugged and pulled on his mask before following them out, taking his seat next to Apakna, the Senior from the Ice Planet.

      Murmurs went through the Council at their attendance. While any Senior could attend the local meeting of another planet, they rarely did, except on special occasions, and that was usually known in advance.

      “Please take your seat. This council is now in session,” Tabor called out, and then walked out in front of her desk and turned to face him.

      “Senior Councilor Chenzira, on behalf of your people, I formally submit my public apology for all of the harm I have caused them since their arrival on our world. I kept them in isolation for fear of what pathogens they might carry, even after being informed multiple times that they were suffering from their isolation. I chose not to further investigate the illness your partner claimed they were suffering from, because I did not believe that isolation could cause the kinds of problems she indicated. I also believed that they were not sentient, as we could not communicate with them, not taking into account that they might not even be able to hear us due to the injuries they received. I used that as an excuse to deny them the comforts and distractions they needed during quarantine, and then later felt so guilty about what I had done that I chose to put them in stasis, risking their very lives, because I couldn’t bear having them suffer more from their isolation. Yesterday, your daughter came before the Full Council and blamed us all for a crime she considered to be far worse than the rape and beating that occurred under our care, and based on the Charter of this Consortium, we have broken the law and caused her and her people significant harm in the process. I take full responsibility for that harm and the decisions made by this and the Full Council that led to that harm, as it was with my recommendation that the other Seniors did not call for ending isolation either. And as such, I am formally submitting my resignation as both Councilor and Senior Councilor, effective immediately.”

      With that, Tabor turned and walked out of the room, to the stunned silence of everyone there. No one spoke for several minutes, but finally, Clear Seas, the highest-ranking member of the Senior Council, as he’d been a senior for over a hundred years, floated up from his seat. “Former Councilor Tabor’s district position will remain open until elections are complete. Until then, her Senior Advocate will be the Acting Councilor for her district. Councilors, please submit your nominations for Senior Councilor.”

      No one moved.

      No one submitted a vote.

      For over an hour, no one even so much as requested to speak.

      Jer had witnessed several elections in his career, and he’d never seen anything like it. Most elections were highly contested. He glanced over at Marcus, who was sitting with his arms crossed, looking back at him, and he wondered just what his brother was thinking.

      Finally, Councilor Paxton Parner hit his light, requesting to speak.

      “Councilor Parner. You have the floor,” Clear Seas stated.

      “Thank you, Senior Councilor.” Paxton stood and turned to face the council. “Councilors, I would like to put forth the nomination of Marcus Surellis for Senior Councilor, as he is the only one among us who deserves this position. He has advocated for the rights of the Hue-mans long before any of us believed they were sentient, and he put his very life on the line for them to ensure they had a fair trial, because we weren’t brave enough to give them the rights they deserved. Additionally, he has served as a Councilor longer than any of us and has historically received the highest ratings from the people we represent. Our ratings have all dropped, but he has some of the highest ratings ever seen, in a district he has only represented for a day. As such, I believe we should follow the will of the people in this matter. I release the floor.”

      “Councilor Surellis, do you accept this nomination?” Clear Seas asked.

      Marcus was silent for several moments before standing. “Councilor Parner, I thank you for your kind words, but I respectfully decline the nomination. Instead, I put forth the nomination for you, Paxton Parner, as Senior Councilor. You alone called out that the plans proposed by the Agency were wrong, yet you alone, outside of myself and Former Councilor Tabor, remained in isolation for the full day, as had been suggested. I only did so to prove a point, but you did so to fully understand what they were going through, something no one else in this room was willing to do, and you changed your mind in order to help the Hue-mans. Not only that, but you also faced your fears and personally came to meet Little Flower, the only one from this entire Council who did so. You took over Councilor Chenzira’s committee positions without hesitation, and from every report I’ve heard, did an excellent job, while still helping us prepare for the meeting, which you didn’t have to do, and for which I thank you. I release the floor.”

      “Councilor Parner, do you accept this nomination?”

      Paxton stared at Marcus for several moments before standing. “Councilor Surellis, I thank you for your kind words, but I, too, respectfully decline the nomination. What I have learned over the past few weeks is that I am not ready for that level of responsibility, even though I knew full well going into the Trial that I might end up with it anyway.”

      This caused murmurs throughout the entire council, as it was incredibly rare for any councilor to admit they weren’t fully capable of whatever was asked of them, and certainly not in public, or from Councilor Parner, who had walked into the chamber on his first day as if he owned the place.

      The murmurs eventually quieted, and again they sat in silence for another hour before Clear Seas spoke again. “Well, this is certainly an exciting meeting.”

      The council chuckled in response, and the tip of Jer’s tail curled with suppressed humor. Clear Seas turned again to Marcus. “Councilor Surellis, as there are no further nominations being put forth, I ask again if you are willing to accept.”

      Marcus sat there for several minutes before standing this time. “I will accept the nomination, as long as Councilor Parner also accepts the nomination.”

      “Councilor Parner?” Clear Seas asked.

      “I accept,” Parner replied, after only a few moments of hesitation.

      “Then if there are no further nominations, Councilors, please submit your vote,” Clear Seas ordered.

      It was all Jer could do to keep from snorting at his big brother’s reaction when the vote came in with a unanimous decision, and Marcus was sworn in as the Senior Councilor.

      “It’s about time you accepted the position,” he told Marcus, as he shook his paw in congratulations. “Just don’t spend all your time in the Ancient Archives. You still have requisition meetings to attend.”

      Marcus chuckled. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Jer left with the rest of the Seniors, excused by Marcus, as they were not needed for the rest of the local meeting, and found himself back in the Seniors’ conference room with Clear Seas, Apakna, Sammianna, and Wind Rider.

      “Did you know Tabor was going to do that?” Jer asked once the door was shut.

      “No,” Clear Seas replied. “We only arrived moments before you did. I, too, am sorry for the harm my inaction caused your people.”

      The others all added their agreement, and Jer tilted his head in acknowledgment.

      “The real question is what to do next, now that Tabor has taken full responsibility. I’m not sure if a Senior Councilor has ever been found guilty of a crime before,” Wind Rider stated.

      “We didn’t find anything in our research,” Jer replied. “Councilors, yes, but not Seniors.”

      “Well, either way, we should wait for Marcus to discuss it,” Sammianna stated. “Jeran, it would help if we knew what kind of reparations your daughter wants. I’d personally rather avoid another trial if we can come to an agreement.”

      Jer nodded. “I’ll ask. Shall we meet after the evening meal? That should give Marcus plenty of time.”

      The others all nodded their agreement, so he turned to leave.

      He was nearly at the door when Clear Seas stopped him. “Jeran, wait.”

      Jer turned back to the room, surprised at the formality from Clear Seas. 

      He had known Clear Seas for years, long before either of them was on the Council, and had grown up with him while their parents ruled the universe. Clear Seas had taken his seat of power very early on, though, just as Jer was starting his training, when Clear Seas’ father unexpectedly died.

      The Water Sprites had a fairly feudal system, but even though a vote was required by law, and Clear Seas had little actual training, his people had voted him in, not just as councilor but as their Senior Councilor, too. They had spoken often about the challenges of their positions over the years. Jer couldn’t remember the last time Clear Seas ever used his full name in private.

      “For what it’s worth, I am sorry for the decisions we had little choice but to make, as they were precedent and law, but I hope that we can still be friends, and find a way to work together.”

      Jer nodded. “I made the same decisions you all did. My partner and I took full responsibility, knowing what that would mean for us. I thank you all for taking my suggestions on how to work around such an unjust precedent. Although I, for one, am very thankful my daughter is far more inventive and forgiving than she has any right to be. My partner and I are alive because of her and the chance you gave us, and I thank you for that.”

      Clear Seas nodded in acknowledgment, but Jer wasn’t done.

      Squaring his shoulders and pulling forth every ounce of authority he now had, he continued. “But know this, too. I fully intend to honor my oath, with my very life if necessary. Little Flower came to us angry, scared, beaten, and alone. If she can bloom into the amazing person she has in just a month, I have no doubt the others will as well. As long as they remain safe, I see no reason why we can’t continue to work together, as friends.”

      Jer knew from Marsee that they had been contemplating genocide to get rid of the threat the Hue-mans posed, after Little Flower’s frank and rather terrifying testimony about the nature and history of her people, and he had been fully prepared to fight the Council if they had tried anything, not that he’d stood a chance. If the Guard hadn’t stopped him, Clear Seas would have been able to kill him with a touch.

      Clear Seas nodded. “I am sure your daughters told you what was discussed here. Little Flower’s people presented an unknown threat that we needed to take seriously, but we unanimously decided that they deserved a chance to prove themselves, and I have full confidence in your ability to lead them. I’m honestly glad she chose you. I can’t think of anyone better to be their protector and mentor, and as long as they don’t harm our people, they will be welcome members of this Consortium.”

      Jer gave a single nod, turned, and left the room and the other Seniors behind.
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      He walked slowly back to the Guild, taking a more scenic route as he tried to clear his mind of the racing thoughts in his brain, but failed miserably.

      While they had effectively declared peace, he wondered if they’d ever been as close to war before, and wondered what would happen if a single person was harmed, on either side. He had no way to keep his people safe. He had nothing, no land, no resources, no guard. His people could be wiped out with next to no effort, but could he turn them into valued members of society, or would the darkness from their now destroyed world infect his own? He honestly had no idea. He wasn’t even sure how he’d managed to win Little Flower’s favor. After what had happened to them, would they even forgive him, or just vote him out the first chance they got?

      When he finally returned, he sat down, not saying anything at first. They all sat there watching him for several moments before he snorted and shook his head. “Well, that was rather unexpected,” he finally said.

      “Oh?” Little Flower asked.

      He explained, giving them a quick rundown of what had happened in the meeting. “Anyway, they voted, and Marcus was unanimously sworn in as the new Senior Councilor.”

      “Unanimously?” Ellie asked. “Has that ever happened before?”

      “Not as far as I know, at least for our planet anyway,” Jer replied.

      His father started chuckling, which turned into full-on laughter, and he couldn’t stop for several minutes.

      Jer had rarely seen his father so amused and looked over at him with a raised brow, but otherwise blank expression. “Care to explain what you think is so funny, Papa?”

      “You and Marcus. I came here thinking I was going to lose both of you, but instead, you both somehow managed to get yourselves elected to the Senior Council instead. I still can’t believe what happened yesterday, but I’m honestly more surprised that your brother finally accepted his place as Senior. I thought for sure he’d never accept a nomination, after all the times he’s turned it down, but I’m guessing the lure of the Ancient Archives finally won out. That, or he couldn’t handle his baby brother one-upping him. But what made me laugh was the thought of Little Flower taking on Marcus next. I just hope you’re prepared to protect him from her.”

      Jer snorted. “If my big brother is stupid enough to get in her way, he deserves it. She may be tiny, but she bites.”

      Little Flower bared her teeth in a wicked grin and signed, “This little flower has thorns, too,” causing everyone to laugh.

      “So, what did the other Seniors have to say about Tabor’s admission and Little Flower’s accusation?” Myra asked.

      “Not a whole lot. They were just as surprised as I was. We have a meeting scheduled for this evening to discuss it, though,” Jer replied. “We’re waiting for Marcus to finish his meeting. Little Flower, we do need to know what you want for reparations.”

      His daughter nodded but didn’t answer. “I’ll think about it and let you know before your meeting,” she said eventually.

      They took a small break to watch the recording of Tabor’s speech, which Marsee translated for Little Flower. After shaking her head in disbelief and stating that she was unsure about how she felt about Tabor’s apology, Little Flower shrugged and went back to work.

      They were just about to take a break for the evening meal when Myra received a call from Brice and stepped out, but was back a few minutes later with a look of incredulity on her face.

      “What’s wrong, Myra?” Jer asked.

      “I’m honestly not sure I believe it,” she said, scratching the back of her ears. “Brice says Tabor just showed up at the Agency, demanded to be handed a single puzzle box and shown to Little Flower’s old cell, and then promptly locked herself in. She ordered Brice to give her the exact same care that had been given to Little Flower, no more, no less, and not to release her until she had spent the exact same amount of time that Little Flower had been stuck in that room. No one was to speak to her or let her out, no matter what she told them, and ordered that she was not allowed contact with her partner or four young cubs, or informed of their health or wellbeing, no matter what happened in their lives.”

      Little Flower sat there, stunned by this announcement, a mix of both shock and horror on her face.

      Jer saw her expression and pulled her out of Ellie’s office and into an empty room, shutting the door behind them. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “Not really,” Little Flower replied. “I am mad at her, but I got most of that out yesterday. Part of me wants her to experience what I went through, but I’m also horrified by the punishment. This will destroy her and affect her family, and it’s against the Charter, even if it is self-imposed.”

      Jer nodded. “What would you like me to do?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. It is equal to what I went through, but I’m not the only one who was affected by her decisions. If it were just me, I think I would be fine with her apology and stepping down, and perhaps some form of additional monetary reparations or community service. But she nearly killed my people, and not just with our isolation. She could have killed us again when she ordered everyone thrown into stasis against Mama’s recommendations. Part of me wonders if she wasn’t hoping for that outcome. It will take us a long time to recover from what happened to us, or to trust your people. This will help the others, I think, even if I feel icky about it.” She was silent for another moment. “I’ll abide by whatever you and the rest of the Seniors decide is fair and just.”

      Jer looked at her with a sad smile. “I’m proud of you, daughter, and I think you would have made a wonderful Senior Councilor. If you change your mind, let me know.”

      “No, thank you. Councilor is good enough for me,” she replied. “Besides, I’m going to be on maternity leave soon.”

      “So you’ve decided then?”

      She nodded. “I think so. I’m worried that I won’t be a good mother and that I won’t be able to get past my trauma. I honestly don’t know how I’ll feel if the baby looks like him, but there aren’t many of us left, and it’s not the child’s fault who their genetic donor is.”

      “Your mother and I will care for the cub if you can’t,” her father said. “But I have a feeling you will be an incredible mother, if the compassion you’ve shown for my family is any indication.”

      “Thanks,” Little Flower replied with a nod, but her expression was haunted. Eventually, she just shook her head to clear her thoughts and left to return to the others.

      Jer let out a heavy sigh as he watched his daughter walk away. Everything had worked out far better than he could have possibly imagined, but he was still very worried about her. There was still the very real risk of death or complications from childbirth, and if she died, Myra could still be found complicit in that death.

      He had less than two months to build a new home for the people he represented and get them to trust both him and Myra, in case something happened to Little Flower. If she died, he would have no choice but to bring Myra before his new people for an adjustment in sentencing, as Myra had been found complicit in his daughter’s rape, and he had no idea how they would vote. Myra could appeal to the Senior Council, but he doubted they would find in her favor either. In this, they would go with the will of the people.

      With another heavy sigh, Jer went to send the Seniors a message, but noticed Marcus’s busy light was off.

      The Council meeting must be over, he thought, and decided to call Marcus first to see if they could come to a decision without involving the others.

      Marcus answered with a look of pure annoyance on his face. “What’s wrong this time, Cub?”

      Jer grinned. “You know, I am a Senior Councilor now, and if I’m not mistaken, I’ve had that rank for an entire day longer than you. That gives me seniority. You could at least call me by my name.”

      Marcus chewed his lip and glared at him. “You may have seniority, but if you think for a second that I don’t outrank you, you’re sadly mistaken. I am still your mentor and older brother, and I can and will pin you to the ground if I need to prove it.”

      Jer raised a brow. “Is that a threat? Are you declaring war? Shall I gather my forces?” He kept his expression neutral and hidden behind his mask, but his tail was spiraled.

      His brother snorted. “What forces? You don’t even have a guard.”

      “I don’t need one. I have Little Flower. If she can take on Tabor and win, you don’t stand a chance.” Jer crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair, projecting all the confidence in the world, curious to see how his brother would respond.

      Marcus glared at him and let out a sigh. “What’s wrong this time, Senior Councilor Chenzira?” Marcus replied, with just the barest hint of a growl.

      Jer grinned with victory. “Now see. Was that so hard?”

      Marcus just continued to glare at him, waiting.

      He let the silence linger for a moment, basking in his tiny victory, one of the few he’d ever had over his older brother, before answering. “Myra got a call from Brice a few minutes ago. Tabor showed up at the Agency and locked herself in Little Flower’s old habitat.”

      Marcus snorted and flipped his ears back in surprise. “Seriously?”

      “Would I lie about something like that?” Jer asked.

      “Yes, especially if you’re plotting with Wind Rider,” Marcus replied.

      Jer chuckled and filled Marcus in on the details and what Little Flower had said.

      “I’m honestly not aware of a Senior Councilor ever being convicted of a crime,” Marcus said. “We certainly didn’t find anything on our search. So, I doubt there’s precedent. Her self-imposed punishment is good enough for me, but we should discuss it with the other Seniors first. Little Flower is right. It does go against the Charter, but it’s also fair, equal, and just, for what happened to her people. Is there anything else?”

      “No. That’s it for now,” Jer said. “We do have a lot to talk about, but that can all wait until tomorrow.”

      “That we do. Let the other Seniors know, and we can discuss it in our meeting later. I have things to do before then,” Marcus said, and hung up without so much as a goodbye.

      Jer grinned at his blank screen. He had a pretty good feeling those things involved a trip to the Ancient Archives.

      If he’s not already there, Jer thought.

      He fired off a message to the rest of the Seniors, letting them know, and made his way back to Ellie’s office to see what schemes his daughter had hatched in his absence.
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      His meeting with the Seniors that evening ended up being fairly brief, seeing as Tabor had essentially solved their problem for them. They ultimately decided to leave it up to Little Flower, finding the self-imposed punishment fair, equal, and just. 

      Frankly, they were all relieved that they didn’t have to schedule another trial, especially seeing as Little Flower had charged pretty much the entire Full Council with being complicit in that crime. Tabor had admitted her guilt, taken full responsibility, and done her own sentencing, and that was good enough for them. If Little Flower wished to shorten the duration or allow for visitation, then it was entirely up to her.

      A statement was released shortly afterwards regarding Tabor’s self-imposed punishment and admission of guilt, even though it was already all over the news, along with a formal acknowledgment that Jer’s charges had been dropped, as had been implied with his promotion to Senior Councilor.

      Included in that statement was the approved aid, which had been quadrupled. While it wasn’t stated officially, everyone knew that it had been the Senior Council’s way of apologizing for not speaking up about the conditions at the Agency, as Myra had reached out to all of them for assistance when her pleas to the Local Council and Healer’s Guild had gone unmet, and for not providing adequate living conditions during their time trapped there in the first place.

      By the time he was done, the others had finalized the initial plans for the rebuild, scheduled to begin the very next morning. So, rather than waiting until morning to return home, they made their way over to the Ship’s Guild to pick up the interplanetary ship he now qualified for as a Senior Councilor.

      “I’m very sorry, sir. Your official ship isn’t quite ready yet,” the attendant at the reservation booth stated. “We weren’t sure what the Hue-mans would need, and figured it would need to be reconfigured, but we can assign you another one.”

      “Any ship will do for now,” he stated. “And I would like to make modifications to my official ship to better fit my family and people.”

      “Of course, sir,” the attendant stated, and began taking down Jer’s requirements, while his parents spoke with another attendant about getting tickets on the next public transport home. From the sound of things, it wasn’t going well.

      “Running away so soon?” a voice called out behind him.

      “Wind Rider, what are you doing here?” Jer asked, surprised as there was little need for the Flyer’s Senior to be at the Shipyard. The Council had its own shuttle bay.

      “Running away,” she replied with a grin. “I left my ship for maintenance while I was stuck here, trying to solve your little problem, and I was just informed that it was complete. I’m heading back to Flyer. You?”

      “Picking up a loaner ship until mine is ready, and my parents are trying to arrange transportation back to Flyer.”

      “Well, that’s not needed. They’re more than welcome to fly back with me if they’re ready to leave now. I have plenty of space on my ship,” Wind Rider stated.

      His father heard and turned towards them. “That’s very kind of you, Senior Councilor, but it’s not necessary.”

      “My pleasure. Besides, we can’t have the parents of two of our Senior Council taking public transport, which, if my ears heard correctly, isn’t available for another several weeks.”

      “Well then, thank you,” his father replied.

      Jer glared at Wind Rider. “Why do I have a feeling you’re going to be asking them for embarrassing pictures and stories of me as a cub, the entire flight back?”

      Wind Rider burst out laughing and fluttered her wings. “I wasn’t, but that’s an excellent idea. I’ve known your brother since I was a child, but I don’t know all that much about you. Do you like fish as much as he does?”

      Jer grinned, and his tail curled in laughter. “Sadly, no, I’m allergic as are most of my species. However, the Hue-mans enjoy it quite a bit. Apparently, it’s very tasty when cooked over a flame.”

      “I will have to give that a try sometime,” Wind Rider stated. “Well, we should be off. I have been away from home for far too long, and I must admit, I’m starting to get a little uncomfortable.” She turned to face Little Flower. “Councilor, it has been a pleasure meeting you, and I hope our next meeting is under better circumstances.”

      “As do I,” Little Flower replied. “Safe flight.”

      They said goodbye to his parents, and he watched them follow Wind Rider to her ship, sad that they were leaving so soon. Once they were out of sight, he turned back to the attendant he was working with and finished documenting the changes he wanted. A few minutes later, they were led to the ship he would be borrowing until his was complete.

      He was a competent shuttle pilot. Living in the South District required it, but he’d never flown a ship before, or had the privilege of flying on one of the Senior’s ships either. His new ship, he was informed, came with three full-time pilots, ready to fly him anywhere at a moment’s notice. The council transport ships he took to travel to the other planets for the Full Council meetings were nice, but nowhere near as nice as the ship he was on now, and he spent the majority of the trip back, absently watching the conversation of his family, and rubbing the soft material of the arm rest on his jump seat, as his mind drifted, yet again.

      “Papa,” Little Flower asked and waved to get his attention when he didn’t respond right away. “What did Wind Rider mean about it getting a little uncomfortable? Was that a subtle reference to the trial?”

      He raised a brow, not having made that association, and looked back at the conversation. “No, I don’t think so. Based on her size, she has eggs she needs to lay. She can choose when she lays them, give or take a week or so, but the longer she waits, the more uncomfortable it gets as they grow and start to harden. Timing-wise, she usually tries to lay them mid-cycle between Full Council meetings. My guess is that she had her mating flight just before we found out about your rape, and the Senior Council deliberated for far longer than with any of the other sentience trials, so she’s probably overdue. There aren’t any hatcheries here for her to use either, although my understanding is they are considering adding one.”

      Little Flower nodded her understanding and then slid out of her jump seat to make her way back to the waste room. Shortly after she returned, the pilots announced they would be landing.

      Jer looked out the window and watched as their compound came into view, knowing it was the last time he would see it look like this. The suns had set, but the sky was still riddled with the last hints of purple and pink. The first hints of stars were visible, while off in the distance, the first of the three moons started to crest the distant mountains. Still, it was dark enough that the compound’s automatic lights turned on as the ship approached and landed just outside of the shuttle bay, as it was far too big to fit inside.

      When he opened the door to the compound, Little Flower, Marsee, and GrandFather all went inside, but Myra didn’t. Instead, she turned and looked out at the moonlit valley with a heavy sigh.

      “Are you okay?” he asked her. They hadn’t had any privacy to talk about everything that had happened yet.

      “Better than okay,” she replied. “I never thought I’d see this view again, and I’m beyond grateful for what Little Flower managed, but I’m also a little sad, too.”

      He walked over and wrapped his tail around her. “Why?” he asked quietly.

      “Because I feel like I’m losing a little bit of my parents and history,” she said eventually. “This compound has been here for thousands of years, handed down from one Chenzira to the next, mostly untouched, outside of the repairs and tech upgrades. I know it’s always been far too big for us, especially since our first litter moved out and my parents died, but I couldn’t bear giving it up for something that better fit us. This is all I have left of them, and tomorrow, most of it will be torn down.”

      Jer hugged her. “You have every right to feel sad about this change, but because of it, there will now be more Chenziras, and I think your parents would gladly have done the same. I know I would gladly tear down every brick and stone in the compound to have you with me, and to someday have half a dozen little Marsees pouncing on our tails.”

      Myra grinned over at him with love, but her smile did not reach her eyes. They glittered with suppressed tears in the moonlight. She turned, placing her paw on the ancient stone, and began walking around the compound, never taking her paw off the wall. He followed, keeping her company as she said goodbye to their home. 

      They made the loop in silence, only stopping once to look up at the lights coming from Marsee’s tower room and listen to the music Marsee was playing. He smiled, recognizing the song. It was one that his older cubs had recorded, and one of his personal favorites, as it reminded him of Marsee when she was a cub.

      When they made it back around, Myra walked around the inside, stopping to look in every room. His thoughts were full of his own memories of this home and the family he’d raised here, and he prayed to the Ancient Gods that the rest of the Hue-mans would find this place as warm and loving as his newest daughter apparently did. He still couldn’t believe she wanted him as her father after everything that had happened.

      They eventually made their way into the garden and sat down under the bandala tree, watching the flicker flyers dance between the flowers, and listening to the gentle murmurs of the nearby stream, and the occasional drifting sounds of music coming from Marsee’s room.

      “Jer, how under the bright blessed full moons are we ever going to be able to care for all of them?” Myra asked him eventually.

      “Not a moons’ forsaken clue,” Jer replied. “But you’ve managed admirably so far. Look at it this way. You’ve always wanted lots of cubs. Now’s your chance.”

      Myra snorted. “Not five hundred of them! That’s a bit of a stretch, even for me.”

      He chuckled. “Well, that’s just the bi-peds. You’re forgetting about all of the other creatures we rescued. I have a feeling they won’t all fit in the nursery, though.”

      “What nursery?” Myra muttered. “That will be gone tomorrow, too. I’m just surprised Marsee offered to give up the rest of the tower, though.”

      “So am I, but we don’t always have to stay there. Once everything’s built up, we can always move to another suite if you want. It might be more comfortable.”

      “No, I want to be close to Little Flower and her cub,” Myra stated. “She’ll need my help.”

      Jer nodded. That had been the argument Marsee had used earlier, too, when she’d suggested it. He just hoped Marsee would manage with them that close, although she might want to move out, as was common for people her age.

      “Well, come on. We’d better start packing,” Myra said and stood.

      “It’s late. It can wait until morning,” Jer replied, but followed after her anyway. When they were back in their suite, he tossed his carry harness on the hook by the bed and turned to face Myra, only to find she wasn’t in the room anymore. He followed her through the open door to the attached nursery, and found her curled up on the nest where they’d raised their children and grandchildren, holding a well-loved, and slightly chewed stuffy. Leaning up against the door sill, he smiled at her and started chuckling as a thought crossed his mind.

      “What’s so funny, Jer?” she asked, looking up at him.

      “Oh, nothing,” he said with a sigh.

      “That chuckle wasn’t nothing,” Myra glared at him. “Nor was that sigh.”

      “Well, I was just thinking that the last time we had cubs was far more enjoyable, and I’ll admit, there was a tiny piece of me that was hoping we’d get to experience that again before we were both executed.”

      Myra grinned at him, and her tail spiraled. “That thought crossed my mind a time or two as well, but at least this way, the labor was far less painful, even if the pregnancy was exhausting.”

      Jer snorted, but wisely kept his mouth shut. The last month had been one of the hardest of his life, but Myra had nearly died with Marsee’s birth and had spent over a month in the trauma center because of it.

      “You could go to a mating clinic, if you really want to feel that again. I wouldn’t be upset,” Myra said.

      “I know you wouldn’t, but I won’t. It wouldn’t be the same, not without you,” Jer replied and then grinned. “And besides, if Senior Councilors don’t get snooze buttons, just imagine the scandal if I took three days off to go play at a mating center after just being promoted.”

      “That didn’t stop Tabor, and you wouldn’t be on maternity leave for six months like she was,” Myra replied.

      “True,” Jer replied. “But I’m not Tabor, and this is my first term, not my fourth, and besides, I would much rather spend my time with you, even if it’s not the same as a true heat.”

      Myra smiled up at him with an almost feral expression and climbed out of the nest. “Well, in that case…” Myra purred and rubbed up against him as she walked past, flicking her tail up and to the side. He grinned and followed after.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            READJUSTING PLANS

          

        

      

    

    
      The universe imploded and exploded again as his ship shifted into jump, but he barely noticed. All of his plans had gone awry, and he was furious. He turned off the news broadcast with a disgusted snort, as all they were talking about was Tabor’s self-imposed punishment and Surellis’s ascension as King. Why did it have to be him?

      Flashing his frustration, he swam over to grab something to eat, only to frown at the selection available. It was always impossible to find good food off-world without paying a fortune. The foods the Sabers ate were disgusting, and as far as he could tell, they had absolutely no sense of taste.

      Saber. What a joke. He flashed his disgust at the name the little rodent had given the pussycats. It hadn’t even been a full day, and already the Press were using it. 

      Named after the fiercest cat that ever existed on the rodent’s home world. How fierce could they have been if tiny rodents like her could kill them all off?

      Then again, those rodents have awfully sharp fangs. I’ll have to keep watch on them. If even half of what she said was true, they’re far more dangerous than they look.

      Finally deciding on something somewhat remotely edible, he swam back to his seat and peered out at the rainbow of the universe in jump. Feeling slightly queasy at the sight and the aftereffects of entering jump, he hit the switch that turned all the windows opaque. Most people found the sight beautiful, but he didn’t. It meant days out of communication with the rest of the universe, and far too much could happen in the four standard days it would take to return home.

      “Standard,” he flashed with disgust. Even time is measured by the pussycat’s standards, even though they’re the exception, not the rule.

      As he ate, he tried to figure out what to do about his latest setback.

      Parner, I could have easily manipulated into doing what I wanted, but Surellis, no. No, I’ll have to get rid of him. The question is how. His people like him far too much, and he’s far too honorable to bend the rules. I’ve never been able to find anything on him. I thought for sure he’d never accept Senior Councilor after all the times he’s turned it down.

      I wonder why he finally did. Is it simply because no one else would run, or is there something else at play? It’s bad enough that little rodent picked Chenzira for Senior, but to have two members of the same family on the Senior Council?

      He couldn’t understand Little Flower’s decision at all. Who gives control up to the very people who imprisoned them?

      He could see possibly giving the seat to one of her own people, like her grandfather, especially since she would be on maternity leave soon, assuming she decided to keep the parasite that was forced on her, but to give up control to another species?

      Ridiculous. What did Chenzira do to convince her to forgive them, or that he and his partner would be adequate parents, much less that Chenzira would be a good king for her species?

      I suppose anything would seem like a luxury after those empty rooms they were locked in.

      The thought of spending even a minute in one of those cells made him shudder. I’m honestly surprised she didn’t go mad.

      He considered her testimony and decided that her birth parents must have abused her. She did emphasize that bit, or perhaps her grandfather. That would explain why she didn’t pick him.

      His thoughts drifted to memories of his own dead parents, and as it often did, the abuses his father put him through under the pretext of making him a better councilor. That thought made his tentacles twitch with fury, but there wasn’t anyone on the ship for him to take it out on. His father had claimed that understanding what it was like to live without the latest in modern comforts would make him more sympathetic to his people, and the test he’d forced upon him to become a Junior Councilor, which should have been his right by birth, made his insides boil with fury.

      His father had said it would make him understand what it was to be a victim, but it just made him loathe feeling weak and powerless instead, and the first chance he’d had, he’d made sure his father was never given the opportunity to hurt him again. He threw his meal against the wall in anger at the memory, and then sighed at the waste of a perfectly good meal.

      At least that insufferable furball Tabor is gone. I do have to admit that watching her flayed alive in front of the entire Consortium was rather entertaining.

      Still, Saber has far too much power now. Instead of having their power weakened by the addition of a new species, they now have a third of the Senior Council, and that can’t stand unchallenged.

      The real question is, how do I get rid of them both, or better yet, how do I destroy them and all of Saber at the same time?

      By the time his ship landed back on the Water World, he had the start of a plan, but first, he needed to let off some steam. It had been far too long since he’d heard the sounds of someone scream, and right now, he needed to feel powerful and in control. Pleasure rippled across his skin at the very thought.

      Enjoy your little fiefdom while you have the chance, Chenzira. When I’m done with you, you’ll scream for me to take it from you, and be grateful when I do.
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      Jessica O’Neil sat out on the ancient tower’s balcony, feet dangling over the edge, looking out at the moonlit landscape as she tried to come to grips with everything that had happened this past week. She had a new name, ‘Little Flower Chenzira’, a new title, ‘Councilor’, and a new family. Her rapist had been found guilty and executed, and her home for the past month was being transformed into a home for all of her people, starting first thing in the morning.

      Councilor Little Flower Chenzira, I wonder how long it will take me to get used to that? What would my parents think of me right now, a leader for what little remains of our people? Shocked? Proud? I never once considered a career in politics. I just hope I don’t make a mess of things. What do I know about leading people?

      As she sat there, movement caught her attention, and she watched as her new parents came around the outside of the compound, paws and tails entwined.

      Mama looks sad. I hope she’s not too upset about the changes that will be happening to her home. At least she’s alive, and Marsee will be able to have cubs someday.

      When her parents disappeared out of sight again, she took a deep breath and mentally said goodbye to the old Jessica, and all of the O’Neils that had died the day of the Cataclysm. For better or worse, she was now legally Councilor Little Flower Chenzira.

      Climbing to her feet, she walked over to the door and watched for a moment as her sister paced in their room, picking up objects and setting them back down. She waved her arms to get Marsee’s attention. “What are you doing?”

      Her sister looked over in her direction and let out a heavy sigh. “I’m trying to figure out what to keep, and how to fit everything I have in three rooms, into one, and still have room left over for everything you need.”

      She frowned, confused, as the only thing she’d asked for was a proper toilet and toilet paper. “I don’t need anything, and we can easily find room for the one bookcase we’ll have to move for the hole of muck.”

      Marsee shook her head. “We need room for all the things you wanted for the baby, and you should really have your own desk, properly sized furniture, and space to store your clothing. This room isn’t designed for you or your cub.”

      “Perhaps, but I love it anyway,” Little Flower said. “And I’ve already caused you to have to give up far too much. I don’t want you to have to give up anything else.”

      Marsee spun to face her full on, “You did no such thing! You saved my mother and all of our future descendants, and you deserve a home that fits you, too. I know you didn’t ask
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