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      To my bestie, SulisDracarys,

      Have I told you I’ve written a book, or four?

      Seriously though, thank you for putting up with my

      hyper-focus for the past few years and supporting me at every turn!

       

      Now, go sit down...and read the book.

      Also, purple.
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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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      The domed roof of the shuttle bay spiraled open to reveal Ellie’s ship hovering above, gleaming in the early morning sunlight.

      Unable to help herself, Marsee started bouncing from both excitement and nervousness. “Mama, are you sure you don’t need me here to help with Little Flower and Hope?”

      “For the last time, I’m positive. Even your sister says you should go. We’ll be fine. Little Flower and Hope will be fine. I promise. The only one who won’t be fine will be you, if you don’t get your furry little behind on that ship before the Senior Guild Master demotes you again.”

      Laughing, Marsee gave her a hug and then ran for the ship the moment it landed, and the passenger door slid open. Once inside, she hit the switch to close the door and flopped down in the jump seat Ellie indicated. Marsee grinned her thanks as it was the window seat Ellie normally took. She usually sat across from Ellie, but she wouldn’t be able to look out the window during takeoff from that seat.

      “Ready?” Ellie asked her as Marsee began buckling her safety harness.

      “I think so. I’ve got my hearing aids and my tablet. Do I need anything else?” Marsee asked. She hadn’t brought anything else, since nothing she had was really waterproof, and her father had said nothing else would be needed.

      “Nope. Everything else will be provided for us in our suites when we get there, and if not, we can always pick it up,” Ellie replied.

      “Then I guess I’m ready,” Marsee said, unable to keep the shiver of excitement and nervousness out of her tail, although thankfully, it hadn’t completely embarrassed her and gone fully poofed from fear yet. She was sure the thing had a mind of its own, as it betrayed her emotions all the time.

      This would not only be her first trip to another planet, but her first extended trip with her new Mentor. She’d attended a few guild meetings at Ellie’s request, but those had been short visits in Council City, where she’d been able to return that same evening or the next day at the latest. They would be gone for several weeks this time. The day after they arrived, they planned to attend a resource allocation meeting with the Local Council. After that, they would travel around the planet, meeting with the various Guild Masters and touring several of the bigger Guild halls, before ending up back at Council Platform in time for the Full Council, and then hit up a few more Guild halls afterwards. She was really glad she’d had Little Flower teach her to swim, because most of their time would be spent underwater.

      Ellie leaned over and tugged on Marsee’s harness, made an adjustment, and then pulled it far tighter than Marsee normally wore it. “Remember to keep your head against the seat and facing forward during the initial takeoff.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Marsee replied, far too nervous not to go all formal on Ellie.

      Ellie snorted but didn’t comment as she hit the comms built into the armrest of her seat. “Petra, we’re ready to depart.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” came the quick reply, and the engines hummed back to life.

      The ship slowly rose into the air and flew away from New Hope before pivoting, such that they were practically lying on their backs. The force of the engines as they broke free of the planet slammed them back into their seats, before the ship’s gravity systems compensated and the pressure eased.

      Once she could lift her head from the seat, Marsee’s eyes were glued to the window beside her as the ground quickly fell further and further away.

      “Orbital velocity has been achieved,” came Petra’s voice again. “Are you ready to begin the jump to the Water World?”

      “Not yet. Please maintain orbit for now,” Ellie replied.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “So, what do you think?” Ellie asked. “I remember the first time I ever saw the planet from space. It’s something few people ever get to do.”

      “It’s just... Wow…” Marsee said, completely blown away at the sight. No picture she’d ever seen did it justice. “It seems so…small from here, like how can it support so many people?”

      “Kind of makes you feel insignificant? Doesn’t it?” Ellie asked.

      Marsee nodded.

      “It’s something to keep in mind. People tend to get so wrapped up in their own day-to-day problems that they forget the big picture, or the impact that they have on others, but we’re all sharing that one tiny little planet, and have to find a way to co-exist.”

      Marsee nodded again, not taking her eyes off the widow.

      “Would you like to try zero-g before we jump?” Ellie asked.

      Marsee spun to look at Ellie, bouncing slightly in her seat. “We can do that?!”

      Ellie nodded and grinned at her enthusiasm. “Petra, would you please disengage the gravity systems so that Marsee can experience zero-g for the first time?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Have fun!” came the quick reply.

      An alarm blared, and a slightly mechanical voice called out. “Warning! Gravity systems will disengage in thirty seconds. Please ensure all items are secure. Warning! Gravity systems will disengage in ten seconds. Nine, eight,…”

      Marsee silently kept count along with the warning system, barely able to contain her excitement.

      “Gravity systems have been disengaged. You are free to move about the cabin.”

      To Marsee, it felt like the ship suddenly started falling out from under her, and she yelped as she was lifted slightly out of her seat and pressed against the safety harness.

      Ellie picked up her tablet and let it go. It just floated in front of them.

      “Oh! That’s so cool!” Marsee exclaimed.

      “Go ahead, unbuckle your harness. Take it slowly, though. Your actions will be magnified.” Ellie un-clicked her harness, gave a small shove, and twisted to face Marsee, her fur sticking out in all directions.

      Marsee unhooked her harness, but as she was taking her arm out, she moved too quickly and ended up spinning herself across the room.

      “Ack!” she yelped, followed by an “oof” as she bounced off the wall and came tumbling back.

      Laughing, Ellie hooked a foot under her seat, braced against the roof with one hand, and caught her with the other. “Easy there. It’s best to hold on to something until you feel comfortable. That’s what the bars along the walls and ceiling are for.”

      Ellie floated her in the general direction of one of the bars, which she thankfully managed to grab.

      Once Marsee secured herself and slowly turned around, Ellie flipped over so that she was now standing on the roof of the ship, completely opposite Marsee.

      She felt positively green.

      “Are you feeling alright? Trust me, you do not want to throw up in zero-g,” Ellie asked.

      “Yeah. I think so. That just hurts my brain to look at,” she replied.

      Ellie’s tail spiraled. “Well, flip around, or pick a different direction entirely. It’s important to learn that in space there is no up or down until you’re close enough to a planet or object big enough to have a noticeable gravity. You’ll feel much the same in the water with the mask you’ll need to wear. It’s very different from swimming in the pool.”

      Marsee carefully flipped herself upside down. “Ohhh,” she said. “That’s just weird.”

      “Try giving yourself a push off the wall. You’ll need to learn how much force you need to make it to your next handhold. The last thing you want to do is end up in the middle of the room without anything to grab ahold of.”

      Marsee followed her instructions and almost made it across the room before air resistance slowed her. She tried reaching for the railing, but just ended up spinning in a somersault.

      “Ugh!” she groaned.

      Ellie laughed and pushed off, grabbing Marsee upside down on the way by, and landing them both on the other side.

      “Thanks!” Marsee said, but felt greener than before. She swallowed hard. “I think I’m going to have to stop now or I’m going to be sick.”

      “I’m impressed you’ve made it this far. The last three people were sick before they took their harness off.”

      Ellie helped her back to her seat, ensured she was safely buckled in, then grabbed her tablet and buckled herself back in.

      “Petra, we’re safely back in our seats. You can restore the gravity again.

      “Yes, Ma’am! How’d she do?” came Petra’s reply.

      “Her stomach contents are still safely in her stomach,” Ellie replied.

      “Oh, excellent! Well done!”

      This was followed by the thirty-second warning that the gravity systems were turning back on. When they did it, it was a gradual return, so that even if people were caught out of their seats, no one would get hurt.

      Once gravity was fully restored, Ellie flipped open the table in front of her and pulled out a packet. “Take this and put it under your tongue. It’ll help settle your stomach.”

      Marsee took the dissolvable tablet gratefully. “That was so much fun! I want to try that again sometime, but maybe not after I’ve just eaten breakfast.”

      Ellie grinned at her and activated her comms again. “Petra, we’re prepared to jump.”

      “Yes, ma’am!”

      The same thirty-second warning blared, and suddenly the universe shifted.

      Marsee felt like she was pulled in every direction at once, then squashed into a tiny ball before bouncing back to her normal size. Outside the window, the planet and stars disappeared, and a rainbow of light took their place.

      “Jump velocity achieved. E.T.A. to our arrival above the Water World is three days and twenty-one hours. It’s now safe to move about the ship.”

      At those words, Marsee unbuckled her straps and bolted for the waste room.

      Ellie sat in her chair and chuckled, knowing full well what would happen. Marsee had done well, making it through her first experience with zero-g, but no one ever made it through their first jump without getting sick.

      “Feeling better?” Ellie asked her when she made it back to her seat.

      “Define better?” Marsee grumbled, which caused Ellie to laugh again.

      “Stomach contents remaining in your stomach?” Ellie qualified.

      “There’s nothing left in my stomach to remain there,” Marsee muttered in reply. “How are you not sick? That was awful.”

      “I did throw up my first few times, too, but I’ve been doing this for well over a century now. You’ll get used to it.”

      “I doubt it. I don’t know how anyone could get used to that,” Marsee muttered, then leaned her head up against the cool side of the shuttle to watch the mesmerizing colors of the universe.

      Ellie handed her another nausea tablet. “Trust me, eventually you’ll come to welcome jump as it signifies several days of peace and quiet, where the universe can’t easily get a hold of you.”

      “That may be, but my father is going to hear from me,” Marsee growled. “He could have warned me, and not brought such a big breakfast this morning. Why does no one mention how awful jump is in any of the stories?”

      Ellie chuckled. “I think your father’s been hanging out with Wind Rider too much, but it is a bit of a right of passage. Everyone gets sick their first time, and if people knew what it really felt like, they’d never do it.”

      “Fair point, well made. Now, please excuse me while I curl up and die.”

      Still chuckling, Ellie picked up her tablet to get some work done and left Marsee to her misery.

      It took her over an hour for her stomach to fully settle, even with another one of the tablets Ellie had given her. She thought about going to her room to lie down, but she couldn’t pull herself away from the window. Eventually, she sat up and unclipped her tablet to read.

      “If you’re feeling better, I’ve sent you several documents to read through. If that doesn’t put you to sleep, I have several requisition forms you can fill out,” Ellie said, without looking up from her own tablet.

      Marsee pulled up the documents that had been shared with her and groaned. There were detailed descriptions of each of the major guilds on the Water World, the current Guild Masters and other high-ranking members, the crafts they specialized in, and what each guild had produced for the past year, along with reviews and any complaints that had been logged against each. In addition, Ellie had provided her with the list of items each of the Guild Masters wished to discuss with them when they arrived, along with notes that Ellie had made indicating areas that she wanted Marsee to research before they arrived.

      This is going to take days to get through! So much for being able to finish reading my book, she thought miserably.

      Several hours later, her eyes were starting to cross, so with a massive yawn, she set her tablet down and stood. Her spine snapped and popped audibly as she stretched. “I’m going to find something to eat. Do you want anything?” she asked the Guild Master.

      “Something to drink would be nice. Thank you,” Ellie replied, without taking her eyes off her own screen.

      Padding over to the small onboard kitchen, she examined the offering. Meals had been pre-packaged in reusable stasis canisters to keep the food fresh and prevent them from shifting during takeoff or floating off in zero-g. Each was clearly labeled, but she only recognized a few. Grabbing one marked safe for her species that sounded interesting, she turned to examine the available beverages and grabbed a large thermos of bosa berry juice, wondering what it was, and two clear cups, figuring that the ship would only be stocked with the foods Ellie liked.

      “I picked something called bosa berry juice. I’ve never heard of it. If you don’t like it, I can grab something else,” Marsee said as she set the items down on the large table in front of them and then sat on the other side, swiveling the seat around so she could face Ellie.

      “Bosa berry is...interesting. I’ll be curious to know what you think of it. It’s Petra’s favorite, which is why we carry it,” Ellie said, setting her tablet down.

      With that somewhat nebulous response, Marsee poured out a cup for both of them. It was an intense blue and bubbling. Marsee lifted the cup to look at the bubbles.

      “Is it supposed to do that?” Marsee asked.

      “It is,” Ellie said, taking her cup and wrapping her paws around it before taking a sip.

      Marsee sniffed at her cup, and the bubbles tickled her nose. She had to twitch her whiskers furiously to keep from sneezing. It smelled like the air during a thunderstorm, which made her flick her ears back in surprise. She took a look at the Senior Guild Master, who was watching her with an innocent expression.

      Too innocent, Marsee thought, but she was the one who picked it out.

      With a slight glare at Ellie, she tentatively took a sip and then gasped.

      It felt like she’d been struck by a million tiny lightning bolts as it ran down her throat and made her fur stand on end.

      “So? What do you think?” Ellie asked, unable to keep the smile off her face any longer, or her tail from curling.

      “If you call drinking a lightning bolt ‘interesting’, I hate to see what really excites you,” Marsee replied, trying to smooth her fur down, which was crackling with static electricity. “How under the three moons did you drink that without reacting?” Marsee asked.

      Ellie held up her cup, showing it was just as full as before. “I didn’t,” she replied, and then burst out laughing as she finally took a drink, and her own fur poofed out with static electricity.

      “I knew you were hiding something!” Marsee said. Her tail curled at the practical joke, even if she’d been the recipient. She’d set herself up for it.

      “It is Petra’s favorite, though. Apparently, it doesn’t affect the Flyers like it does us, but then they don’t have fur. If you don’t want to finish it, though, you don’t have to.”

      Ellie spun the meal around to see what Marsee had picked. “Ooh, good choice on the meal too! This is considered a delicacy on the Water World. The texture takes some getting used to, but the taste is good. Better you familiarize yourself with it now. I had them stock the ship with a wide selection of foods from the Water World so you could try them out before we arrived. I expect we’ll be invited to dinner by many of the Guild Masters, and likely the Senior Councilor, the night we arrive, if not the night after. Clear Seas regularly invites me over whenever I’m visiting Council Platform, and I’m sure he’ll want to get to know you better.”

      “Me?” Marsee asked. “Why?”

      Ellie just rolled her eyes and shook her head, as if it should be obvious, and nodded towards the food.

      Marsee tilted her head in confusion, then shrugged before opening the small stasis container, revealing a platter of strange foods. She reached down to pick one up.

      “Not with your fingers,” Ellie said. “Use the sticks. While they know we don’t use utensils to eat, it’s considered rude to handle your food with your fingers before eating.” Ellie picked up the pair of sticks that had been included with the meal and showed her how to use them.

      “It’s just like Little Flower did when we first learned they liked their food cooked, although her sticks were a lot smaller,” Marsee said, as she fumbled to get the sticks to open and close, and then tried to pick up the food.

      She managed to get the piece halfway to her mouth before it fell into the paw she’d placed under it just in case. “Oops!”

      “Keep practicing,” Ellie said with a chuckle, and then stood to retrieve her own meal, deciding she was hungry after all.

      Marsee managed on the second attempt, but her fingers were cramping from the effort. She chewed slowly.

      Ellie’s right about the texture, she thought. It was tough and kind of chewy, but tasted pretty good.

      “So what is this anyway?” she asked when Ellie returned, carefully picking up another piece.

      “Some sort of giant sea crawly, from what I understand,” Ellie replied, picking up her own sticks and popping a piece in her mouth.

      Marsee paused, mouth open, and food almost in her mouth. “What!?” she exclaimed. “It’s a bug?”

      Ellie nodded, then grabbed another piece and popped it in her mouth.

      “They eat bugs?” Marsee asked again, horrified and slightly terrified of another hunting instinct flare-up. “You’re not pulling my tail again, are you?”

      “Not about this, I’m not. Now eat up. I had to trade a commission to get this. It’s almost impossible to find off-world.” Ellie popped another piece in her mouth and sighed in obvious enjoyment.

      Marsee looked at the piece of creepy crawly in front of her and swallowed hard. “I don’t know if I can,” she said finally.

      Ellie nodded. “That’s why I insisted on getting some. You’re going to be exposed to all sorts of new foods, many of which will taste horrible, or will go against everything you’ve been taught about what is moral and right to eat, but just like the Hue-mans, the other species have different dietary needs than we do, and don’t always have the luxury we do around avoiding foods that come from other creatures. They’ll usually try to provide us with food we can and do enjoy, but some foods are traditional, and refusing them can or will insult your host. Not only will you need to eat it, but you’re going to need to pretend to like it. This is one of those foods, and if you can forget that it comes from a crawly, it’s actually pretty good.”

      “The taste isn’t the issue…” Marsee started. Ellie looked at her curiously, so she explained. “Little Flower’s fried fish was a major trigger for me. I haven’t had meat, of any kind, since then. Well, not that I know of anyway. It’s hard to tell with some of the creations that Jordan makes, but everything is usually well labeled unless I’m sneaking it from the kitchen.”

      Ellie nodded her understanding. “That’s partly why we’re doing this now. To give you time to deal with any issues you might have. How are you feeling?”

      “I’m still firmly in control. I have been since that day in the garden. I’m scared about what might happen more than anything,” Marsee admitted.

      Ellie nodded her understanding. “I won’t push you to eat more if you’re not ready, and if you truly can’t, then I’ll have your mother add this as a food allergy. That way, you’ll have an excuse that your hosts will honor and understand. You’ll just need to let them know when they invite you to dinner, but hiding from your problems only made things worse for you before. It might be better if you tried facing them and seeing if there’s even anything to worry about. I’m not particularly worried, though. If there was going to be a problem, it would have happened by now.”

      “Are you sure?” Marsee asked.

      “Unfortunately, yes,” Ellie replied with a sigh.

      Marsee looked at her Mentor hard and saw the edges of grief in her expression. Who did she lose to psychosis? she wondered, but didn’t ask. She nodded, swallowed hard, closed her eyes, and then ate the piece, eventually getting it down.

      It’s okay, but nothing I have any intentions of chasing down. Now if those chocolate chip cookies suddenly developed legs and ran away, we might have a problem, her instinct teased.

      Marsee had a hard time keeping a straight face. The last thing her Mentor needed to know was that she was talking to herself.

      Well, who else am I going to talk to? her instinct muttered. Ungrateful fur-ball. If you don’t think your mentor speaks to herself, you’re sadly mistaken.

      Marsee’s brow lifted at that thought, but Ellie just nodded her approval and then pointed to another item on her plate.

      “This is a form of seaweed, and this is a sea fruit. It kind of tastes like yellow fang.”

      Marsee tried the others. They weren’t bad, then deciding to face her fears, took another piece of the sea crawly, only hesitating slightly this time.
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      Little Flower lay in her swinging bed, thinking, but didn’t open her eyes. It had been two months since she’d woken up from her coma, or six excruciatingly long months in Earth time. Marsee had left the day before on her trip to the Water World, and she was both happy and excited for her, and thoroughly depressed without her.

      It had taken her hours to fall asleep without being wrapped in Marsee’s protective embrace, and the swinging bed felt cold and empty without her. Not only that, but the others would soon be following Marsee to the next Full Council meeting, and she wouldn’t be going with them. Her mother had already indicated that she wasn’t fit for interstellar travel yet, and frankly, her mother was right, and that infuriated her to no end.

      She hadn’t even been cleared for Local Council meetings, which made her even angrier. There was no reason she couldn’t attend, but her mother refused to take her off of medical leave, stating that if she did, she would be limited in what she could do for treatment. Which further infuriated her. Just because she couldn’t speak that well didn’t mean she didn’t understand what was going on, and she could use her tablet well enough, if slowly, to vote.

      The last two months had been one grueling day of pickle torture after another, as her physical therapy sessions had come to be called—by everyone. She felt like a limp pickle most days, so it was apt. They were thoroughly exhausting and painful, and the thought of another session made her want to cry.

      Her mother never backed off, and if she managed to do something once, her mother refused to accept anything less than that afterwards, even if she was sore, tired, or sick. And no matter how often she asked for a break or even just a nap, her mother refused and continued to push her.

      After all this time, she’d only made the barest of progress, at least from her own perspective. Her mother seemed pleased, though, but maybe that was because they lived for three hundred standard years, so a couple of months didn’t seem like very long.

      At this point, she’d progressed to being able to sit up unassisted, but still couldn’t walk on her own. Her speech had barely improved, although the others seemed to understand her better, as she routinely made the same mistakes. She could sign, but it was limited. Her fingers didn’t have the fine motor control that was necessary to make many of the signs, and they tended to cramp up on her.

      She’d flat-out refused to even try drawing, even though everyone had tried to make her, including the Senior Guild Master, in one of her many visits to see Marsee.

      She’d only grudgingly agreed to work on translations with Marsee because Ellie was one of the few people who didn’t act like she was an invalid around her, but watching Marsee sketch, when she couldn’t, was depressing. She’d probably be jealous if she had the energy.

      Hope was far more mobile than she was at this point, and was even signing quite regularly, and saying dozens of words in both Saber and English, according to the others.

      A week before, they’d determined that Hope was managing well enough on solid foods to be weaned. Little Flower had cried herself to sleep every night for the past week at that loss, and the pain in her breasts as they dried up, and she’d gone through two large tubs of nano cream to treat it.

      She’d reached her limit, emotionally and physically. She was exhausted and in pain all day, every day. She provided no value to Hope, now that her daughter could survive on her own, and saw little in the way of improvement to make her feel like she was ever going to be a valued member of society again, or any indication that she was ever going to be allowed to be. She couldn’t even watch her own child without assistance, and could barely even play with her.

      She felt like a burden to everyone and was just trying to figure out a way to end it all. She wondered if she could crawl out the door during the few moments she was left alone, and whether or not the fall would be far enough, or just hurt her more.

      What’s the point of living like this?

      There was none as far as she could tell.

      She felt a touch on her leg and opened her eyes to find her mother looking at her. “The monitors said you were awake. Do you need to use the bathroom?”

      Little Flower sighed and nodded, not looking forward to the effort that would take, and frustrated that she couldn’t even pretend to be asleep.

      Her mother lowered the bed so that it rested on its legs, giving her a stable platform, and then helped her to sit up. By help, that meant her mother just gave her a tail to hold onto, as she pulled herself up into a sitting position. Thankfully, the dizziness that had plagued her for the first few weeks had finally gone away.

      Once she was sitting up, her mother attached the harness that Marsee had crafted for her to help her walk. Little Flower called it the Pinocchio belt because there were straps her parents could hold onto to help her walk without having to bend over.

      That she couldn’t walk on her own didn’t stop them from making her try, and she had to shuffle her feet along. Her feet never ended up where she wanted them to on the first or even the second try.

      They’d tried a walker, but she didn’t have the upper body strength yet to even hold herself up, and her mother flat out refused to allow her a wheelchair, saying that would only slow her progress. They had fought over it for days.

      She just wanted even the slightest sense of freedom again. She couldn’t go anywhere without someone carrying her, and there was no way she was going out in that moon’s forsaken belt, so she refused to leave the room instead, even though she was absolutely sick of the room.

      Thankfully, she didn’t have to rely on them to hold her up when she went to the bathroom anymore. Those first few weeks had been horribly degrading and traumatic for her, and her grandfather hadn’t been able to help at all.

      The first time he’d tried, she’d completely lost it and started screaming, completely trapped in a flashback and panic attack. He’d tried hugging her to calm her, but that had only made it worse, and she’d flailed, trying to escape, and attacked him, thinking he was her rapist, and ended up breaking his nose when head-butting him was the only thing she’d been able to do in her weakened state.

      Marsee had been upstairs in her room, heard her screaming, and came running, pushed GrandFather aside, and carried her off. She’d only calmed down when she was safe in Marsee’s purring embrace. Her grandfather had left to treat his nose, and when he came back, she’d apologize profusely. She still felt horrible about it, but he had said he understood and never mentioned it again.

      When she was done using her throne of muck, she leaned against the wall for several minutes, not wanting to repeat the journey back out, but she knew if she waited too long, her mother would check on her. Sighing, she pulled the call string they’d added, and her mother entered to help her back out.

      “Chair or bed?” her mother asked before helping her to stand.

      “Chair,” Little Flower replied, and began the long, slow, tortured shuffle out to the rocking chair.

      Once there, her mother unhooked the straps and tied the belt to the chair. She’d fallen asleep on more than one occasion and had even fallen out of the chair twice before someone could catch her, before they worked out the strap.

      Hope was still sleeping. She watched her baby sleep as she gently rocked in the chair, amazed that her daughter was already a year and a half old by Earth time. She was growing so quickly!

      She was honestly surprised her mother hadn’t started the pickle torture right away, and she looked over to find her mother watching her with a sad expression on her face, before it vanished behind her mask.

      Out the window behind her, the sky was just starting to lighten, which explained why the pickle torture hadn’t begun. It was still really early.

      Little Flower sighed and turned her head to watch Hope again. What kind of mother am I ever going to be to her? She can already do far more than I can at this point.

      She felt a paw on her shoulder and turned to see her mother looking at her with concern. “What’s bothering you?” her mother asked.

      Little Flower just shook her head.

      “Talk to me, Little Flower. I can’t help you if you don’t.”

      “Don’t want,” she finally signed.

      “Don’t want what?” her mother asked, confused, “to talk about it?”

      Pickle torture, pretending that I’m ever going to get better. I’m exhausted, Mama. I can’t do anything by myself. I can’t even take care of my own cub. I’m just a burden to you and everyone else, she thought, unable to articulate what she really wanted to say. Without Marsee or her grandfather there to translate for her, she was less able to communicate than her own daughter.

      “Live,” she finally forced her uncooperative fingers to sign. She couldn’t stand the look of grief on her mother’s face and turned her head away.

      Her mother touched her shoulder again. “Little Flower, you can’t give up. You’ve made so much progress in the past two months.”

      It may only be two months for you, but it still feels like half a year for me. There’s hardly been any improvement in weeks. I’m not going to get any better, and you know it. Hope doesn’t need me anymore, and frankly, Marsee should be living her life, not stuck here caring for me.

      “No. I’m useless,” she signed instead. “No get better.”

      Her mother frowned and then walked away, confirming her suspicions. She watched as her mother walked over to the window and looked out, absently twisting her tail, then sat down at her desk and called someone on her tablet.

      A few minutes later, she was surprised to see Healer Ammond walk in.

      What’s he doing here this early in the morning?

      “Good morning, Little Flower. It’s nice to see you again,” he signed, after sitting down so she didn’t have to crane her neck so much to see him.

      She just sighed. There was nothing ‘good’ about it.

      “Your mother called me, saying that you were frustrated about your progress.”

      She sighed again, but nodded, and rolled her eyes at the understatement.

      Ammond’s tail curled slightly at her expression, but his face was the calm mask of a healer. “How much have you been told about what happened to you?”

      “Died - holes - useless,” she slowly replied.

      “You are not useless, you’re injured. And yes, we drilled holes in your skull. It took us a long time to figure out why our treatments weren’t working on your species, and eventually we ended up having to inject the nano’s directly into your brain. It was a very risky procedure, but everything else we’d tried to wake you failed, and it worked, to an extent. Your mother and I have been talking for the past week, and we think it might be time to try another treatment, but it comes with a significant amount of risk. If something goes wrong, we could make your situation far worse than it is now, and it could kill you. Your mother thinks we should wait another month until you’re stronger, but I agree with your statement that you’ve stopped making progress. So if you want to try this, I’m willing to perform the operation.”

      I can’t live like this. I can’t walk, go to the bathroom on my own, or care for my cub. I can’t talk or sign without difficulty, and I can’t even hear my own cub laugh or cry. What’s the point of living like this? she thought and slowly signed, “Better I die than this.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes. If I do this, though, you’ll have to promise me something.”

      “What?” she asked with a glare.

      “That you’ll give it time to work. It took almost a week for you to wake up last time. And, if it doesn’t work or you get worse, that you don’t give up. We’ll both keep trying to find a way to make things better. I vow to you we won’t quit trying, but we’ll need time to be able to find a solution.”

      She nodded, willing to agree to anything at this point. If there was even the slightest chance they could fix even some of what was wrong with her, she’d take that risk. “When?” she asked.

      “I’ll need to run some tests first, but maybe today, if you’re ready.”

      She nodded that she was.

      “Have you had anything to eat this morning?” 

      She shook her head no.

      “Good. Shall we head to the Trauma Center then?” 

      She shook her head no. “Mama Hope?” she asked instead.

      Her mother nodded and walked over, waking the sleeping toddler, and bringing her over.

      She gave her sleepy child a hug but then handed her back to her mother after a few moments. With a heavy sigh, she nodded to Ammond, and he carefully picked her up and carried her down to the Trauma Center.

      It was strange being carried by him. She’d only ever been carried by her parents or Marsee, and she’d flat-out refused to leave the room for the past two months, so she was not prepared for the changes she was seeing.

      The stone floor of the corridor had been replaced with a large water-filled tunnel where the occasional Water Sprite swam underneath, and while Marsee had told her about all of the new buildings, it was still strange to see them, and she wondered what they all were.

      When they arrived at the Trauma Center, she didn’t even recognize it. Ammond carried her through a waiting area, down several long halls, to an examination room where there was all sorts of equipment, including what looked like the helmet she’d worn when she’d had her hearing tested all those months ago.

      “Fix ears?” she asked, wondering if he could fix her hearing at the same time.

      “Some, but not all,” he signed back. “Now, I’m going to have to shave your head again so I can get a better scan of your brain while you perform various tasks. You’re going to have to try as hard as you can at everything I ask you, so I know for sure what parts of the brain you’re using for each task.”

      She nodded, and he quickly shaved her head. It had only grown back a few inches since she’d woken. She didn’t particularly mind as she’d always liked having short hair, and it was less of a hassle to deal with now. She ran her hand over her bald head, marveling at the feel of how smooth it was. She wondered what she looked like, but he didn’t have a mirror in his office, and she didn’t ask.

      Once he was done, he applied some sort of stretchy hat on her head, not the bulky helmet she’d been expecting, and then had her run through all sorts of tests, from physical tests, like moving in every way imaginable, to signing, to speaking, to watching video recordings. She did everything he asked her to until he handed her a piece of paper and a pencil.

      “Write your name,” he signed.

      She just stared at the paper and the pencil she could barely hold. She’d been terrified to find out whether or not she could still draw.

      He waited and looked at the pencil and paper pointedly after a few moments. “I know you’re afraid, but I can’t fix it if I don’t know how badly it’s broken.”

      “Language?” she finally asked.

      “Both, if you can.”

      She sighed and tried hard to write her name. She couldn’t grip the pencil hard enough to hold it in place, and it fell out of her hands.

      After a few tries, he picked up the pencil, tapping it absently on his other palm, and left the room. He returned a few minutes later with bandage putty and the setter tool.

      “Put the pencil where you want it,” he signed.

      She did, awkwardly, and then he slathered a bunch of the putty on her fingers and ran the setter tool over it. When he was done, she now had a solid grip on the pencil and tried writing her name again.

      Her letters were ragged and shook.

      When she was done, he told her to draw a stick figure, so she did. It was even worse. She couldn’t get the pencil to go where she wanted, and she would have thrown the pencil if it hadn’t been stuck to her fingers. It was far worse than she feared, and she swallowed hard to keep from crying.

      He then drew several shapes on the paper and made her trace them, then did the same with several words. At that point, he must have had what he needed because he used the setter tool again and wiped off the putty.

      “Have you always flipped your letters, or is that something new?” he asked, once she was cleaned up.

      She nodded. “Always.”

      He flicked an ear back, but then handed her a small cub’s book written in Saber. “Sign to me what you read.”

      It was hard because she couldn’t make several of the signs, but she managed close enough that he seemed pleased. When she was done, he took the book back and removed the hat.

      “It’s going to take me an hour or so to review everything. Do you need anything before I start?” he asked.

      She shook her head, and he left the room, leaving her alone for more than a few minutes for the first time in months. After a few minutes of looking around the room, she closed her eyes and napped. She was woken some time later when Ammond returned. Her mother was with him.

      “Are you sure about this?” her mother asked.

      She nodded yes, so her mother picked her up, hugged her tightly, and then darkness pulled her under as her mother sedated her.
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      The next three days passed quickly. After Marsee had read through the initial set of documents and looked up the items requested, in the information Ellie had downloaded before they took off, Ellie quizzed her on what she’d read, and then had her study a guide on manners and etiquette unique to the Water World. They practiced for hours so that she felt reasonably comfortable she wouldn’t make a complete fool of herself, and anger everyone in the process.

      There were just so many things to remember that before long, she was feeling rather overwhelmed. She had no idea just how different their culture was. None of the Water Sprites she’d ever interacted with had seemed all that different. For the last few hours before they came out of jump, she’d hidden in her room with her hearing aids in, listening to her favorite music and trying to relax. She’d asked Ellie to come find her before they exited, since she intended to shut everything off, and knew she probably wouldn’t hear the announcement.

      She missed her swing and its soothing motions, but the music was calming and drowned out the hum of the ship. She’d had to wear her hearing aids for most of the trip, even to sleep, and hadn’t slept well because of it. Well, it hadn’t helped anyway. She was missing her sister and Hope fiercely.

      I wish they were here with me. It feels so strange to be away from them for so long. Maybe when Little Flower is better, I can ask if they can come along on another visit.

      By the time Ellie came for her, her nerves were mostly under control, and she’d taken two anti-nausea tablets in preparation for exiting the jump.

      “Warning! We will be exiting jump in thirty seconds. Please ensure your items are stowed, and you are strapped in.”

      Marsee double checked her harness and waited for the countdown. When the universe imploded and then expanded out again on her, she breathed hard, trying not to lose the contents of her stomach. It was touch and go for a moment, but she managed.

      “We’ve safely exited jump velocity,” Petra called out over the comms. “I’ve received permission to begin our descent. Please remain in your seats until we’ve landed.”

      After sending a quick text to her mother that they’d arrived, Marsee looked out her window at the blue and white world below her.

      Except for a few small uninhabited islands, the Water World was entirely underwater. The world vanished as they hit the planet’s atmosphere, and the heat from reentry flashed around the ship’s outer shields. Even with the shields and the thick insulation of the ship, Marsee could still feel the heat. It didn’t last long, though, and soon the ocean appeared below them again. They would be landing at Council Platform, the only landing platform designed for the massive transport and cargo ships, and the only community currently designed to adequately support the needs of off-world visitors.

      As they flew over the ocean towards Council Platform, a massive creature launched itself out of the sea and tried to swallow their ship whole.

      Petra swerved and lifted the ship higher up.

      “What was that?!” Marsee exclaimed as she jerked back away from the window.

      “I believe that’s what the Sprites call a Leviathan,” Ellie said, as two ships flew past them and dove into the sea after the creature. “Don’t worry, they’ll chase it off. They rarely approach the platform, so you don’t need to worry about them. This ship is well equipped to avoid them, even if Petra wasn’t paying attention. If by some miracle they do get a hold of the ship, the shields will feel like bosa berry juice to them, only a million times worse, and they won’t hold on for long.”

      “Has that ever happened to you?” Marsee asked.

      “Thankfully, no, and I’ll be honest, that’s the closest I’ve come to one of those behemoths, too. I didn’t realize they were so big, but then they are called Leviathans.”

      Marsee nodded and tried to smooth out her poofed fur as she watched their approach. The platform turned out to be a sprawling collection of platforms, but to her surprise, rather than landing on one of the platforms, where she could see several of the massive public transport and cargo ships being loaded and unloaded, the center of the platform below them opened, and their ship slowly descended inside. They passed through several levels before the ship before Marsee felt a slight jolt, then watched as the ship sank beneath the water. They continued to descend through several more levels before the ship rotated. She felt another small jolt as the ship docked.

      “Welcome to the Water World and Council Platform. It’s now safe to walk about the cabin.” Petra’s voice came over the comms again, and a few moments later, “The docking port has been attached, and I’ve received clearance that it is now safe for you to disembark. Enjoy your visit!”

      All Marsee could see now was a wall, and she peered behind her to see that a walkway had been attached outside of the shuttle door.

      “Thank you, Petra, for another uneventful trip. We’ll see you in a few weeks. Enjoy your vacation!” Ellie told the pilot.

      “You’re very welcome, and I intend to!” Petra replied.

      “Well, come on then. Let’s go meet the delegation that I’m sure is waiting for us,” Ellie said.

      Unhooking her safety harness, Marsee patted some ruffled fur back into place and followed her mentor out.

      They exited the ship through the short walkway into a long tunnel that surrounded the platform. The entire outer wall was transparent, and Marsee found herself completely surrounded by the ocean and strange creatures swimming by. A railing ran along both sides of the tunnel, only breaking where there was another docking port. She gingerly walked out onto the tunnel and up to the curved wall to look down at the city around her in amazement.

      Smaller shuttles darted in and around the various buildings. Water Sprites of a variety of sizes and other strange creatures that seemed completely unfazed by the crafts swam everywhere.

      She’d only ever seen the older adult Sprites and was surprised by how small their children were. Many weren’t much bigger than her sister’s cub, and she remembered that, unlike her species, they never stopped growing. The oldest of the Sprites was far longer than her mother was tall, but it was hard to tell with the way their tentacles bunched and flexed as they swam.

      Ellie let her sightsee for a few moments, and then motioned for her to follow. “Come on, we don’t want to keep our hosts waiting,” she said, and then wrapped her tail around Marsee’s arm, dragging her along, when Marsee didn’t immediately respond.

      Marsee followed, hardly able to watch where she was going. If it wasn’t for the Guild Master guiding her, she’d have probably run into a wall.

      They followed the perimeter of the landing platform until they arrived at a wider tunnel that connected over to another massive building, and based on the signs, into the terminal. Half the tunnel was a Water Sprite tube that wrapped around the other side of the landing platform.

      Marsee blinked in surprise as they entered the terminal. The space was neatly split in half, with off-world seating and tables on one side and the types of furniture the Sprites used on the other. A massive static shield separated the two, giving everything a slight shimmer, and reminded her of the Senior’s conference room.

      As massive as the room was, it was nearly empty. Floating in a booth on the far wall, between the two sections of the room, was a single Sprite. Signs that read ‘Visitor Check-in’ in all six languages hung above it, with a walkway or tunnel access on either side. There was also food and drink available, as well as clearly labeled waste rooms for visitors’ use.

      The only other people there were a small group of Water Sprites who were lounging around a table when they entered, their skin flashing in conversation while they waited, but they stopped their conversation and floated up and over to them the moment they entered the room.

      Ellie approached the contingency, leading Marsee behind her. She managed to pull her attention back, just in time to see the introductions.

      “Welcome, Translator Chenzira, Senior Guild Master Khihar. It’s an honor to have you both on our world. I sincerely hope you enjoy your stay here,” the head of the contingent signed.

      Ellie gave her a little squeeze with her tail before letting go, and she recovered her manners. She’d been addressed first, so she should respond first, but she had no idea why they were using her Translator title instead of Journeyman. While she was still an official Translator for the Council, she hadn’t done anything for the Council for the last few months, and as she was with Ellie as part of the Guild, they should have used her Guild title. She shrugged internally, dismissing it.

      “Thank you! It’s an honor to be here. What little I’ve seen of your world so far is stunning. I can barely look away long enough to keep from walking into the walls. If the beauty I’ve seen so far is any indication, I am sure I will have a wonderful stay,” she replied, in sign as well.

      Several of the Sprites flashed the blues and greens that indicated their pleasure at her words.

      “I trust your journey was uneventful?” the head of the contingent asked.

      He looked very familiar, as did several of the others, but she couldn’t place them, and it was considered rude to ask. That they didn’t give their names indicated that they believed she should already know who they were.

      Maybe he’s one of the Guild Masters in the report Ellie had me read, she thought to herself, still half distracted by the sights around her, and nervous about unexpectedly being acknowledged first. She’d expected to just follow Ellie around for this trip.

      “Our journey was safe, but far from uneventful, at least from my perspective anyway. This is my first trip off-world, and so everything about our journey has been both new and exciting,” she explained.

      “I remember my first trip off-world fondly. What was your most memorable experience?” he asked.

      She thought about it for a moment. “It’s hard to pick just one. Entering and exiting jump is something you can’t even begin to describe, although my stomach was not at all impressed.”

      Several of the contingent flashed their humor at that statement.

      “I had a brief opportunity to try zero gravity before we jumped, which I’m looking forward to trying again, and seeing both our worlds from space is so much more awe inspiring than can ever be captured by a video or picture, but if I had to pick just one, I’d have to say it would be all the wonderful samples of your foods my Mentor introduced me to on our journey. Growing up in the desert as I did, I was limited, for the most part, to what we could grow in our garden, up until the past few months. Imports of your food never made it to our part of the world either, and what we get in New Hope from here is still being reserved for the Hue-mans and our Water Sprite guests. I’m looking forward to trying and experiencing everything your world has to offer, or as much as I can in our limited time here.”

      More blues and greens followed her words.

      “I do remember my first few jumps. Thankfully, you do get used to it, eventually. We are approaching the evening meal. I’d thought we might take the scenic route on the way to your rooms, so you could see a little of the city, and perhaps stop and try some different foods from the vendors in the market, but if you need more time to recover from your trip, we can reschedule for later this evening or tomorrow. If you’d like a tour, that is.”

      Marsee glanced over at the Senior Guild Master, who twitched her whiskers forward, with a slight nudge of her head, in an indication that Marsee should decide.

      “I am quite recovered, and if it’s not a bother, I would really love a tour. Thank you!” she replied with enthusiasm. She wasn’t lying. She wanted to see everything.

      He smiled and nodded before motioning for her to follow.

      To her surprise, they followed the contingency out of the terminal, completely ignoring the gate attendant, who just nodded at them as they passed, and exited into a large open atrium. The walkway continued on either side, with the Sprite’s tunnel circling along the outside, and up and over where she and Ellie exited.

      She walked over to the railing on the outside of the walkway to take a brief look, overwhelmed by the sheer size of the building. Below her was an underwater garden where Sprites and others swam, but above her was a clear shot all the way up to the top of Council Platform, where a massive domed skylight let in the sun.

      Several banks of clear elevators were transporting people to various levels, while others sat or strolled about. It looked like there were several floors of shops and restaurants on the first few levels, but the rest all appeared to be apartments.

      She pulled her attention back to the contingency who was patiently waiting for her on the other side of a bank of doors leading to the outside.

      “I’ve never seen a building with so many floors before,” she signed. “It’s incredible!”

      “The original platform was designed to support fifty thousand off-world visitors. Until this past year, it was more than adequate to support our needs. We’re finishing a second residential building on the other side of the platform, which can support up to twice that, including housing designed specifically for the Hue-man Council. Council Platform is not only the largest residential building on our planet, but on any of the planets. Only Council Cavern comes close in size, although there is some debate if that counts as a single building or not, as it runs leagues through the inside of a mountain and connects several communities.”

      Ellie chuckled beside her. “I’ve had numerous heated debates with Apakna over that. While Council Cavern can support twice as many people, much of that is in separate buildings or wings off of the main cavern. A few years ago, we decided that it was a complex of buildings, and only the main cavern counted as a single unit. It can only support about twenty-five thousand people, so both this and the new wing are far bigger. And at risk of starting an interplanetary incident, I would much rather visit here. I’m personally not a big fan of the ice and snow, and while it’s heated, it’s never quite warm enough for me.”

      The head of the contingent chuckled, his skin rippling with humor. “I promise not to tell her,” he replied, but Marsee had a feeling he was lying.

      Ellie apparently thought so, too, as she snorted and glared at him.

      Further humor rippled across his skin at her glare, before he faced her again. “Translator, if you place your electronics and anything else you don’t want to get wet into the compartment over there, we’ll make sure they’re delivered safely to your rooms.”

      Ellie placed her travel harness and tablet in the indicated compartment, so Marsee followed suit with her own harness, tablet, and hearing aids. She wasn’t sure if they were waterproof or not. Once they were safely inside, the compartment closed, and they were transported up a long tube and out of sight.

      Ellie grabbed one of the masks that were hanging on the wall beside the door, where the contingency waited for them, and showed Marsee how to put it on.

      Once it was around her neck and snapped into place, an invisible shield expanded and wrapped around her head, and then continued to expand to wrap around her entire body. While she couldn’t see it, she could feel it. Her fur stuck out from the charge, and it tickled.

      “This will both provide oxygen and counteract the pressure of the ocean as you change depths. It’ll be a lot like being in zero-g with the mask on, but you’ll be able to use your body to push against the water to move in whatever direction you want to go,” Ellie explained.

      Marsee could still breathe, see, and hear through the mask, and once in place, she could barely feel it, except for the slight pressure of the band around her neck and the tickle of her electrically charged fur.

      Once properly equipped herself, Ellie hit the switch on the door, and it slid open, revealing another static shield that kept the water from spilling into the room. Ellie stepped through and pushed off the floor to bob a few feet away, her fur going from sticking straight out to drooping like she’d just come out of the pool.

      Marsee held her breath and carefully followed through, not sure what to expect. The water was warm on her fur, like the pool, and she felt wet like she was under the water without anything on, and started to panic, afraid to breathe, thinking the shield had failed. She turned around to go back in the terminal, but couldn’t find the button to reopen the door that had closed behind her.

      “It’s okay, Marsee, just breathe. I promise you won’t drown,” Ellie said after seeing the look on her face. “Trust me.” Ellie took several very large breaths to prove it, even going so far as to open her mouth wide when doing so.

      She was running out of air and took a small breath. When no water entered her nose, and she didn’t choke, she took a bigger one. The water smelled of salt and other scents she couldn’t identify.

      How odd that I can smell through these masks, she thought.

      “Better?” Ellie asked, and she nodded back.

      “Can you swim?” the delegate asked, politely not commenting on her near panic at thinking she was going to drown.

      “Some. Little Flower taught me, but we only have a small pool. I’ve never swum very far before, or underwater like this at all,” she replied.

      The delegate nodded and handed her a drone. “This will allow you to keep up with us. Hold on here. To go forward, rotate this control here. To stop, release.”

      Marsee gave it a gentle try and was pulled forward. She released and came to a stop. A second drone was passed over to Ellie, and they took off at Marsee’s pace, letting her get comfortable with the device and take all the time she wanted to look around. The shops and restaurants all had water entrances and seating inside for the Sprites, as well as dry areas for the off-world residents. They didn’t go in any of them, but there were many she wanted to check out later.

      Eventually, they came to the other side of the platform and exited the building to explore the city.

      “This is Council Square,” the head of the contingent signed. It was a large, beautiful park where families were swimming, and children were playing. “Directly across is the Council Building,” he pointed out. “Hence the rather…uninventive reason for the name. On the north side of the park, you’ll find the Trauma Center, and to the south, what I imagine you’ll be far more interested in, if you’re anything like your uncle, the Public Archives.”

      Marsee grinned, and her tail spiraled with enthusiasm, but before she could say anything, Ellie spoke up.

      “You probably should have kept that information to yourself. Now that she knows where the Archives are, I’ll never get any work out of her,” Ellie muttered.

      Marsee frowned. “I’m not that bad.”

      “Uh huh. Tell me again how many books you read on the journey here?” Ellie teased.

      “Only three,” Marsee replied. “You had me working almost the entire trip.”

      “Only…” Ellie said, causing the others to chuckle.

      Marsee glared at Ellie’s teasing, but this just seemed to amuse the others even more. “And just how many books did you read while I was busy doing all of your research, hmm?”

      Ellie pursed her lips and scratched at her ears, but didn’t answer.

      “As I thought,” Marsee muttered, and everyone else burst out laughing, their skin bubbling with humor.

      Her guide led them across the park, past the Council Building, and down what appeared to be a main thoroughfare with additional shops and restaurants. He pointed out the Guild Hall, and several museums and attractions she might be interested in visiting if she had the time, and eventually they arrived at what looked like a large open-air, or rather, open-water market. Dozens, if not hundreds, of vendors were set up scattered randomly throughout another large park, with even more restaurants and shops around the outside.

      “Welcome to Market Square,” her guide said.

      Marsee stopped and spoke with many of the vendors, admiring their work. It would take hours to explore them all. Her guides pointed out several of their favorite booths, explained the purpose of many of the strange objects she found if something caught her eye, and made suggestions of foods she should try. Apparently, she could easily eat with the mask on as well.

      I really need to bring a set of these back to the compound. Little Flower and the others would love them, Marsee thought. Maybe it would get her out of the tower.

      At every booth, though, the vendors seemed far more overwhelmed than
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