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Chapter 0: Far From Paradise

THIRTY YEARS AGO

 


The door slammed behind Ateri, giving him a start.
Security chief Oresta filled the room and strode forward. Thick,
muscular, and more brightly white-furred than Ateri’s own mate,
Oresta had a patch of darkness under his chin like a photo negative
of the captain. He even folded his paws behind his back much like
Ateri did—though in truth it was Ateri who copied Oresta from back
in his academy days.

“Sir,” the subcommander said, “why wasn’t I
informed?”

A twinge of guilt plucked at Ateri’s chest,
though he kept it off his ears as he spoke. “You were. At the last
meeting.” He returned to the control panels. Formerly chief of
operations, Ateri knew how to run near everything on the ship; he
could run these controls without an airlock operator. The fewer
geroo who knew about this, the better.

“I struck down the motion,” Oresta
said.

The young captain sighed and wiped his arm
across his eyes. “Twenn, Hoen, Tu-ana, Keski, Aloppa, and Commander
Sur’an all agreed to take the risk, and that’s more than enough of
a majority. Your dissent was not a veto. I apologize if that was
unclear. We needed as few officers in on this plan as possible, and
it seemed prudent to go forward with those that agreed. Please
understand that is not a mark against your opinion, which I always
respect.”

Ateri meant it. He appreciated Oresta—a
loyal security chief for twenty-nine years, nearly as long as Ateri
had been alive. As a young cub, Ateri had wanted to be him—fierce,
brave, stoic. Nothing like his own father, the drunkard who pissed
away opportunities to rise out of the scrapheap of the lower decks
because it was “emotionally” too difficult. Oresta never let his
emotions get in the way of duty or ambition. So, he did not think
Oresta’s dissent cowardly—Ateri only wished to mark his own career
with heavier strokes of boldness.

Oresta shoved himself between Ateri and the
control panels. With most any other geroo aboard he could have
managed it easily, but Ateri was nearly as tall as the
subcommander, and so met him in the eyes.

“That’s not how decisions work around here,
sir, not even for the captain. You need to stop this right now.”
Oresta folded his arms.

Ateri’s jaw nearly fell open. “Are you trying to
order
your
captain?”

Without waiting for a response—and assuming
Oresta acted out of assertion rather than insubordination—Ateri
stepped one paw to the side and pressed the intercom button on the
airlock switch.

“Captain to bridge and Geroo
Ark Fire Meadow,” Ateri said into the microphone. “We are prepared for
docking at Airlock Three. We only have a five hour blackout window,
so I suggest you act quickly. Over.”

The moment Ateri’s finger left the switch, Oresta leaned in
close and whispered harshly, “I’m telling you this is a
very
bad idea. Sarsuk
already knows about it.”

Ateri froze, the news hitting him in the
chest like a taser bolt. For a moment, his guard dropped and his
ears twitched in fear. But only for a moment. “How?” he asked,
looking Oresta directly in the eyes.

“Someone delivered a vague message about it
over the strand network,” Oresta said. “I don’t know who, but the
company does, and they’re investigating. They don’t have any
details other than we’re making contact, but—”

Ateri set his ears resolutely. Punishment
was on the table, certainly, but so long as they got away with the
plan, Ateri was prepared to suffer tremendous pain. “Then we’ll
just have to suffer the consequences.”

“Sir!” Oresta huffed, shaking. “If they
discover we’re letting company employees escape—”

“Subcommander,” Ateri said, trying to be
patient. He swore Oresta was never like this before, not so
petulant that he couldn’t bear taking orders. “You and I have both
taken an oath to put the lives of our crew before our own. But this
isn’t even that—the consequence for making contact is corporal
punishment. If the company already knows, then there is no gain in giving up
prematurely. Punishment is now inevitable.”

“And if the company finds out
any
more, it’s
death.”

“This is important, Subcommander. We
need
this exchange. Any
knowledge we gain from sciences omitted from our education will be
invaluable in our eventual escape from the company’s grasp. That’s
fifty of our geroo who want a shot at having a freer, if not
exactly better, life over there, for fifty of their geroo with
skills we’ve been desperate for.”

It would have been nice—exquisite even—if the Ark
Fire Meadow
could absorb all
ten thousand crewmembers of the White Flower II, but they were not so fortunate. The
ark could barely support its own crew of twenty-five hundred, and
that was even with a large portion in a state of brumation and
hibernation to reduce food consumption. In fact, they had plenty of
crewmembers who wanted to join the White Flower II, somewhere in the range of three
hundred—but for practical reasons Ateri had to limit the exchange
to fifty. The company tracked the crew of the White Flower II
closely to ensure
it never surpassed ten thousand, and so they could take no more
than they gave—the exchange had to be one-to-one.

Much like the White Flower II, the ark had been wandering space for the
last four hundred years, the difference being it was under their
own rule rather than the supervision of Planetary Acquisitions.
Only by chance had they detected Ateri’s ship and started on an
intercept course some sixty years previous—all the way back under
the command of Captain Panari.

Which is why this was such a surprise. All of Panari’s
notes on the subject had been buried in the classified files of
the White
Flower II’s
Exit Plan, which were kept hidden for good reason. Nobody realized
that the ark had still been on that same intercept course until a
week ago, when they made contact again over the encrypted channel,
asking about the trade arrangements.

It was too large an opportunity to simply
let drop.

Oresta slammed his fist down on the
instrument panel. Ateri jolted, ears lowered in shock.

“So you’re saying our lives are worth some
dilettantes who’ve been stuck in one of those overcrowded
ships?”

He’d never seen Oresta get this emotional about anything. Oresta was getting old,
certainly, well into his fifties. Even stoic geroo tended to show
cracks as they neared their lifespan limit. But Oresta? It would be like seeing
Commissioner Sarsuk crack a warm smile—it shouldn’t have been in
him to do it.

Ateri put a solid, stern expression on his
ears—one he’d been practicing from the subcommander himself, though
he could hardly intimidate the white geroo any further than he
could hurl the commissioner.

Assert your position. Oresta must respect
that and do his duty.

“My decision is final. So long as we both
uphold our oath, it will not come to sacrificing our lives. Is that
clear?”

Oresta was silent for a long time. Finally,
with the syllables wisping through his nearly clenched teeth, he
said, “Yes, sir.”

The intercom came on again. “Thank you for
the opportunity, Captain Ateri,” the geroo on the other end said.
“We’ll take it from here and we’ll have our volunteers ready the
moment that we’re docked. Give us ETA forty minutes once you are in
position. Over.”

Ateri pressed the call button. “Twenn, do
you have our position set?”

“Locked in synchronous rotation with the
ark, sir,” the old navigator said over the
speaker.

“Excellent,” Ateri said.
“Fire
Meadow, we
will maintain present course. White Flower II, ou—”

Ateri’s ear flicked in Oresta’s
direction.

He couldn’t say what had alerted him
exactly—perhaps a glint against the control panel, the slightest
sound of metal-sliding-against-plastic, or the smell of
Subcommander Oresta approaching too close. It was prescient, in
either case, but what was not prescient was Ateri’s attempt to
deflect the blow with his open palm. The blade sliced his paw deep,
right below the smallest finger.

Ateri huffed and gritted his teeth as a deep
hollow ring of pain coursed up his arm and through his neck.
Reflexively, he sprang back on his tail and slammed his heels
square into Oresta’s chest. The white geroo fell backwards onto the
floor, the knife falling from his paw. He rolled and climbed to his
knees.

Blood poured from Ateri’s paw—nicked an
artery at the very least. He immediately clenched his wrist with a
free paw to tourniquet the flow. The action took so much effort, he
couldn’t stop Oresta from regaining his knife off the floor.

“Subcommander!” the captain attempted to
roar, but had only managed a pained cry. “What is the meaning of
this!”

“Captain Ateri,”—the white geroo pointed
his knife directly at Ateri’s face—“for violating your oath and
risking the safety of this ship I am relieving you of command!
Stand aside so I can stop this foolishness!”

Ateri was so taken aback that for a second,
he could only stare at the security officer incredulously. Beside
him, the speaker on the console remained silent. Neither Twenn nor
the ark captain had heard any of what transpired. To his other
side, both heavy doors out were shut. Oresta had him cornered.

In the strange liminal pause that followed,
pain coursing through his arm, Ateri considered allowing Oresta to
interrupt the docking, if only to divert his attention before he
could get help. But for a righteously angry security officer
untrained in operations, “interrupting the docking” could severely
damage one or both ships.

Not that Oresta would have minded damaging the ark. His
whole world was the White Flower II. Some geroo simply refused to empathetically
grasp life outside the ship, even if it was geroo life.

“I’ve violated nothing,” Ateri spat, though
spitting was less an intent and more a side effect from trying to
resist shock. “I am doing exactly what the captains before me
wanted! You will stand down, Subcommander!”

He reached his bloodied paw, its wrist
stiffly grasped in the other, for the microphone switch on the
console. Before he could get his shaking finger down, Oresta lunged
again.

Ateri was no fool and pulled back the moment
he saw movement. Springing back on his tail again, he kicked higher
this time, clipping Oresta across the face. It did little to stop
Oresta’s momentum but gave Ateri just enough space to duck out of
the way, although it separated him from the console. He rolled on
his knees across the floor and stood again, this time with his back
to the larger portion of the operator’s box. Ateri hurried toward
the door to open it and get to the crew on the deck below, but it
held fast. Oresta had already thrown the emergency seal latch.

He came in here ready with a knife, Ateri thought as he swung around to
face the security chief again. Of course he sealed the
door. The
manual release required Ateri to pull a large, heavy, twisting
lever he wasn’t certain he had the time or arm strength to
accomplish.

There was another door out of the room, but
it was a solid even heavier door that led directly into the outer
corridor, with a ladder descent.

Oresta lumbered forward, knife ready, but hesitated to
attack again, instead eyeing the captain. He was probably judging
where Ateri would kick next so he could slice his heel, and then
Ateri would be in real trouble. I should have worn boots today.

Ateri banged the back of his head against
the panel glass window. It was reinforced for a total vacuum, so
there was no chance of breaking that any time soon. But it did get
the attention of two of the junior officers standing just at the
bottom of the staircase.

While the captain was momentarily
distracted, Oresta lunged. Ateri would have likely gotten the knife
in the neck, except Oresta’s stance was thrown when he slipped on
the captain’s blood, drizzled across the floor like oil from a
leaking runabout. Ateri managed to duck again, the knife glancing
harsh against his cheekbone.

As Oresta staggered, Ateri barreled into his
legs, throwing Oresta over his shoulder and into the corner by the
door. Ateri tried to wrest the knife away from Oresta’s
outstretched arm, but Oresta held tight. Ateri only managed to lose
more blood when he released his wrist. He jumped back to where
they’d both started, fumbling the landing as his arms crashed into
the control panel. Stars blocked his vision. Oresta clambered to
his knees.

The odor of mortal anxiety filled the room
between them—the larger part being Ateri’s own. It was far more
difficult to hide one’s scent than one’s expression.

The junior officers on the other side of the
window, eyes wide in shock, banged on the glass. One stammered
something to the other, and the other ran off at once. The
remaining officer fruitlessly pulled at the door.

Ateri heaved and shivered. He already
tingled from the blood loss—the first aid kit on the wall by the
rear exit would have medical foam, which would at least stem the
bleeding, but that’d take more time to apply than Oresta would give
him.

“There’s no need for this!” Ateri snapped
at the security chief. “Why try and kill me over a little corporal
punishment?”

Oresta passed the knife between his paws as
he approached. “It’s not just corporal punishment. Ever since you
took over for Idal, you’ve treated the captain’s seat like a
dictator’s throne. Your vision eclipses the needs of every other
geroo on this ship. I’m done. This isn’t what Idal would have
wanted.”

Ateri shuddered. He didn’t know what to say, what to do… He considered falling back on,
“Oresta, we
can’t continually play games of
please-the-ancestor,” or appealing to Idal’s predecessor who set up this
meeting in the first place. But either clearly wouldn’t matter to
the security chief, this was a matter of his ideals clashing with
the captain. Ateri couldn’t even fall back on something like,
“Oresta, I
thought we were friends,” because, well, they never really had been. As
much as Ateri looked up to Oresta, he was some unreal, distant
figure to idolize. He was a vengeful ghost bearing down upon Ateri,
like an ancestor returned from the ether of the
universe.

Somewhere beyond the other end of the room,
the junior officer was still beating on the door and shouting his
name, but Ateri could barely hear it. He poured all of his
faltering energy into attenuating Oresta before him.

If I can’t convince him to stand down…

Ateri scoffed, and a grin spread over his
ears. “Maybe I’m just better than Captain Idal.”

Oresta rammed his fist into the control panel again, the
dent deepening. “You will not speak such blasphemy!” he roared.
“Uncle Idal was a saint. Your captaincy is a mockery to him! You know nothing
about what he did for us. You’ve been shielded your whole
life!”

It was difficult for Ateri to speak when his teeth
chattered, but he did it all the same. “I made my way up to captain
from nothing.”

“You climbed the academy ladder in less
than seven years! You haven’t had time to understand that there are consequences
to your actions, Ateri!”

“Agreed,” Ateri said, “like continuing to
hang onto the old guard out of a sense of admiration for Idal. He
must be looking down from the gates of Genna’ho, appalled that he’d
bred mutineers.”

“I know you’re trying to provoke me.”
Oresta readied the knife again. “But I know what I’ve done. At the
very least it’ll mean I won’t have to deal with your policy of
escalating this foolish risk-taking until it puts this ship and its
crew in real danger.”

CLANK. The corridor-facing hatchway door, on the wall opposite the
control panels, swung open several centimeters, revealing only the
unlit shadow behind it. Oresta turned—backing away just enough so
his distraction would bring him out of Ateri’s kick range, though
Ateri wasn’t sure how well he could lift his leg at the
moment.

Thank the ancestors! Ateri thought. I managed to stall him long
enough…

Thook. A gas grenade rattled against the floor, stopping in a pool
of blood before it hissed, releasing a cloud of purple gas into the
room.

Oh, Ateri thought. The gas would take some minutes to affect
the system, and without a weapon, Ateri didn’t have nearly that
long to live.

Oresta snorted and readied his knife again.
Without further warning, he lunged. Ateri wasn’t ready, weakly
lifting a leg to kick at Oresta, and this time he really did slash
Ateri’s back paw. The blow shallowly glanced bone, but threw Ateri
fully onto his tail. He lost balance, landing hard on his back.

Oresta was on top of him at once. Ateri
struggled to push the security chief away, but he was unable to
keep the bleeding on his paw stopped any longer. Oresta lifted the
knife, grabbing the handle in both paws.

Two arms slipped around his neck, a chain
between them. Commander Sur’an, wearing a gas mask, yanked back on
Oresta’s throat. Even strong as she was, she could hardly match his
weight, but the pressure on his throat certainly caught him
off-balance. Oresta feebly slashed at Ateri on the floor, who
immediately backed away toward the far wall, blood pooling around
him.
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Ateri was already numb from the gas—at least
it was a pleasant kind of non-lethal control agent. This way he
wouldn’t have to be awake when he bled out…

Sur’an twisted the chain. Grunting loudly,
Oresta flexed his neck and struggled with one paw to get a grip on
the heavy links. He attempted to turn his blade around in his
fingers, but fumbled, and the knife clattered to the deck instead.
The insides of his ears turned purple. He groped behind himself
uselessly at Sur’an. When he managed to grab hold of the silver fur
on her hip, his fingers weakened, and he collapsed to the deck.

Sur’an released the chain and it rattled
against the tiles. “Sir!” she shouted through the mask. The first
officer rushed to his side, before standing again and fumbling for
the medical kit on the wall.

“Commander,” Ateri said weakly, eyes fixed
on the geroo he’d considered a mentor. “Is he—”

Oresta lay on the floor, unmoving. Sur’an
eyed him as she sprayed a lump of the foam directly into the wound
on the captain’s paw. Her ears flattered out, and she moved to turn
the large white geroo over onto his back.

“Ancestors,” she started, and looked the
captain in the eyes. “I… I think he’s dead.”
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Two days later, Ateri winced as he sat down on the
back seat of the runabout. Medical foam covered his back from his
neck to the base of his tail. Sarsuk had fortunately only received
the barest hint of a geroo ark in the region and Ateri’s attempt at
contact—and nothing about if contact had been established. He did
not even fathom Ateri’s real purpose, and Ateri felt no small
amount of satisfaction in outsmarting a krakun. Even so, Sarsuk
went well out of his way to rearrange his schedule for the express
purpose of delivering corporal punishment.

Forty lashings for not informing the company of potential
ship-to-ship contact. Forty lashings for insufficient proof that
they did not make said contact. Twenty lashings because the
commissioner didn’t feel the first eighty drove the point home
enough.

Ateri’s back was going to scar no matter how
well the doctors stitched it back together again, as they only had
so much time to work.

Lieutenant Jakari, his lovely mate and
daughter of the former captain, pulled up to the small docking
station near the holding area. She turned and looked at him over
the seat. “Are you sure you’re up to this? You shouldn’t be walking
around for another week—”

“I need to see their faces,” Ateri said. “I
promise, as soon as this is done, I’ll go black
out.”

Jakari kissed him, and he kissed back,
wincing from having to bend forward. But it didn’t matter how much
pain he had to endure—he had already won and emerged victorious on
the other side.

Commander Sur’an stood by the door, holding
a slate in both paws. She also had medical foam crisscrossing her
back, though had only received fifteen lashes herself.

“Sir.” Sur’an perked her ears in a wobbly
smile. She didn’t quite look like she’d just killed one of her own
co-workers, but then again, she was definitely on a lot of
painkillers. “The exchangees.” She opened the
door.

They’d cleared out a small lounge to hold
the new crewmembers, filling the room with not only the raw and
unclean odor from the ark, but their collective anxious, wound up
scent—palpable, even though the artificial blood in Ateri’s system
threw off his sense of smell. They clung to personal
articles—namely family shrine boxes, slates with personal data and
other heirlooms—but otherwise had traveled light. Ateri was shocked
at their gauntness—many of them were little more than hide and
bone.

He hadn’t seen any of them until that
moment, given the transfer had occurred while he was in the medical
bay, and before that they only had audio contact. Many were quite
shaggy from underbrushed portions of their coats, though they were
far from the filthiest geroo he’d seen—little dust, no matting.
They’d at least done their collective best to look presentable, for
however far their efforts could carry them.

They all stood at once and looked to the
captain, some rushing forward to touch paws, others to stare
curiously at his back without getting too close to the wounds, as
though in reverent awe. Of course they heard about the
whippings—how could they not? Sarsuk had insisted that every
agonizing moment of it be broadcast ship-wide. Some broke openly
into tears, paw-touching becoming a full-on arm clasp.

They hurriedly introduced themselves—perhaps
rudely, but Ateri didn’t know much about life on an ark ship.
Perhaps this was just how these geroo expressed gratitude.

Ateri perked his ears when a tiny,
silver-gray geroo came to him to touch paws. Her head only came up
to his waistline.

“I said no exchanges with cubs under ten,”
Ateri said to Sur’an.

“I’m fourteen, sir,” the little geroo
squeaked, her small chest puffed out bravely.

Internally, Ateri winced. “… My apologies,”
he said, politely reaching to touch her paw.

“Apologies are mine, Captain,” the one who
was presumably her father said. “We’ve always had uh… food crises
from time to time. Ashi’s better now. She just missed a few growth
spurts is all.”

“That’s not my name,” the little one said.
She held up one of the strands that Sur’an had assigned them all
and read off it. “My name is now Tesko.”

Sur’an nodded. “Yes, for the sake of
shipboard continuity, please adopt the names you’ve been assigned,”
she said. “These are the geroo you traded places with. You don’t
have to take their place in anything but name, but to make the
records adjustment seamless, you must take their name, and we’ve
assigned you identities whose age most closely matched your
own.”

“And fortunately, your sources were
correct,” Ateri said. “We’ve not had a food crisis since before my
grandfather’s time. You will have plenty to eat.” He turned to
Sur’an. “I hope it wasn’t too difficult to turn away the
others.”

“For the most part, they already made the
selection themselves,” Sur’an said. “Apparently, they’d made a
competition of it for the last sixty years. They offered us their
brightest. Treated this like a reward.”

Ateri sighed. He turned to the geroo before him, and they
all quieted down. He addressed the lot like a stern father, though
the pain from his wounds put a limit on how much he could affect
his stance, and he hunched over. “I know it’s too late at this
point, but I wanted to make certain everyone was clear, and you
weren’t tricked into this. The maximum lifespan you will live
aboard one of these vessels is sixty according to the identity you’ve been
given, at which point you will be recycled. You will not be given
any additional years for any reason. You will be expected to work
eight hours per day, every day, with minimal time off. The females
will be injected with sterilizing nanomachines; you can only have
additional cubs when authorized by lottery, as we are only
permitted to have ten thousand souls aboard this vessel at any one
time.”

Ateri closed his eyes, trying to take his
focus away from the pain on his back.

“We are observed by the krakun at all
times. Your strands contain a primer with all matters that are
forbidden aboard gate ship vessels.”

He opened his eyes again. Some of the geroo
shifted about restlessly—had they heard right? Others spoke in
hushed whispers, ears back in displeasure. Their frowns were
palpable, but nevertheless, didn’t the captain say there was enough
food? None spoke up in anger or panic, but enthusiasm diminished.
The rumors had painted gate ships as the coziest job a geroo could
get in the deep recesses of space.

Perhaps it was. But it was far from
paradise.

After addressing the geroo, Ateri started
back to the vehicle, only to nearly stumble over the very tiny one
he’d been speaking with before. Ateri glanced down to the small
Tesko looking up at him—but instead caught sight of the paw with
the stitches that Oresta had left him. He pulled that paw up to his
face, and turned his thumb out and away from his palm.

“You must be very bright to have won a
place here,” he told Tesko.

“I-I hope so, sir,” she said, her ears
lowered like she might hide underneath them. “I almost didn’t get
in at all.”

“It was not an entirely fair situation,”
her father said. “Even though she placed fifteenth, they didn’t
think you’d accept her. But they relented when your commander
called at the last second.” His ears were perked and tilted in
confusion. “If I might ask so, Captain, why did you ask for one
more?”

Ateri stared down at the stitching in his
thumb. Despite all those lashings down his back, this wound hurt
the most.

Fifty for fifty-one. All told, Ateri came
out ahead, and Oresta was no longer around to object. The physical
injuries mattered little compared to what he’d gained.

“Because I am the captain of this vessel,”
Ateri said, balling the paw into a fist, “and I will run it how I
see fit.”
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The fur on the back of Tesko’s neck stood up. She
twisted to look behind herself. An absence of geroo marked the
empty lab stations—just rows of darkened desks and testing tables
and sample cabinets. With half the lights off, she could have sworn
the shadows formed the shape of geordian outlines, felinoid ears
and lithe shoulders. She expected to see one of their
light-refracting eyes pop open and stare at her through slit
pupils.

They’re coming for me, she thought. They’re going to find it, and it’s
going to be my fault.

Ever since the ship arrived at the barren planet designated
C-18-3, the normally uneventful ship life had grown tense. Even
now, the geordian guard and Commissioner Pokokuro were Top Side,
finishing up the ship-wide audit. Tesko felt a pulling need
to be
there. Not
that her presence would do anything but tacitly reveal the precise
location she didn’t want them to look. An audit had never found the
hiding place before, and yet...

She should have moved it, nevermind that she
had no time. Plus, the thing was eighty times her weight, and
dragging it down the central ramp of the ship would have
alerted—

“Mom, it’s your turn,” Bii, sitting across
from her, said. His shoulders barely came above the
table.

“Huh?” Tesko turned back. “Oh, right.” She
smiled at her son and his little grinning, intelligent ears. It was
hard for Tesko to believe she had ever been uncertain about having
a cub, and now she didn’t know what she would do without him. Maybe
it was just the motherly hormones tinting the act of carrying a
fragile, beautiful life in her pouch, but that temporary
infatuation should have ended long ago. Tesko didn’t believe in
spiritual experiences, but nevertheless, there was something divine
in this act of creation.

Maybe that was why she stuck with the Exit
Plan all these years, even pushing through the hardship and fear to
see it done. She needed, not as a mere base desire, but as an
integral part of her own cosmic story, to create something
beautiful, something that would outlast the fragile shell of her
own body.

Tesko looked down at her rack of tiles
through her spectacles, then the tile Bii had placed at the front
of the line. Three-Blue! She plucked it and replaced it with one of
the greens she’d been hoarding, ears spread sweetly at her son.

Bii snatched the tile immediately.

“Chain!” Bii declared. The small cub tipped
forward the tray holding his tiles, revealing
them.

Tesko’s smile vanished. She blinked, looking
up from her own sequence that was one tile away from victory.

At first she didn’t believe she heard her
son right, but she looked across the row of Bii’s tiles—all
correctly numbered with the correct color sequences—and a devious
grin spread on her ears.

“You sneak!” she exclaimed. Tesko was so
short that even with Bii quickly catching up with her in height,
she could not reach him from the other side and so climbed upon the
table. Tesko dragged Bii over the tiles, pinned him to the draw
pile and playfully nipped at his ears, making a mess of the game.
“You knew I was looking for the five-run from the
beginning!”

Bii yarped and giggled proudly. “Yeah, and I
didn’t drop those tiles until I already got three fours!” Bii
giggled.

“You outsmarted me, you little punk!” Tesko
pulled Bii back until he was sitting on her lap and she squeezed
him tight. “Oh ancestors, I’m proud of you! You smart aleck. You
brain monster!”

Being only five, Bii was more than happy to
receive the hugs, kisses, and other sorts of affection from his
mother, though she knew full well within a year or two he’d start
acting all embarrassed about it in earnest. It would itself be its
own kind of adorable, and she could foresee herself lovingly
tormenting him then, too.

Someone at the door cleared their
throat.

Tesko jumped and clutched Bii as she reflexively shielded
him with her body. Bii squeaked as she compressed his chest. Tiles scattered to
the floor, ticking and tacking like a radiation meter.

Chendra stepped into the light. She was a
sandy-pelted geroo wrapped in a fancy embroidered sash that hung
loosely off her shoulders. She tilted her ears at the scene.

“… I hope I’m not interrupting,” she said,
nose twitching at the briefest hint of anxiety pouring off of
Tesko. Her fingers curled against a slate she carried in her
paws.

Tesko sighed and relaxed, releasing Bii and
adjusting her crooked spectacles. “No, no, I’ve been waiting for
you,” she said quickly, scrambling to sweep the tiles into their
canvas bag.

“You wanna play tiles?” Bii asked, wiggling
his long tail. “I’m winning!”

“I’m sure you are,” Chendra said, grinning
at the cub as she strode forward. “Your mother is notoriously
terrible at tile games.”

“Not all of us have perfect recall like
you, dear,” Tesko said. She climbed off the table and helped Bii
down as well, handing him the tile bag to finish picking up the
rest that had landed on the deck.

Checking first that nobody else was present
in the lonely labs, Tesko returned to face Chendra. But at once she
could see on the sandy geroo’s downcast ears that it was bad
news.

“Nothing?” Tesko asked
quietly.

“Well, it’s something,” Chendra said. She offered her
slate to Tesko. “But still no coherent pattern.”

Tesko glared at the tables of data. Of course a tiny
standalone computer like Chendra’s slate could only do so much by
itself. Since this data was contraband, Tesko took the slate over
to a workstation she kept isolated from the main network. She
plugged the device into an expansion slot and set it on a monitor
stand, then ran a series of algorithms she’d considered over the
last ten years that might possibly spit out a positive result.

The algorithms aligned every two points of data, then three
points, four and five, with each new set increasing the processing
time exponentially. But it was unlikely the data points would
converge into a simple line or parabola. Tesko had long suspected
the function was modular in nature, and so impossible to easily
graph in even three dimensions. But even then, she had no idea what
specific shape it took. Tesko ran the data across a slew of
patterns, even ones she’d tested countless times before. Finite
simple groups. Jusua’s Series. Emoa Transformations. The prime
sequences. Forking trees. All five thousand six hundred and eleven
of Stenter’s Curves. She ran it assuming one, a dozen, or more of
their data sets were just noise throwing off the pattern. But every kind of plot
she tried, it didn’t matter—the data points were a mess, and the
new data was no different.

Or rather, it was always different, and that was the problem.

“I’m sorry,” Chendra
said.

Tesko tried not to look so downcast. Damn it
all. Of all the angles they took to the Exit Plan, this was the one
she’d hoped for the most. It’d been the one they’d poured the most
time into—most of their lives, in fact.

“Whatcha looking at, Mom?” Bii asked from
the floor, the tiles in the bag jangling as he shook them. He
squinted at the loads of numbers and graphs and spreadsheets on the
desktop, and yawned. “Looks boring. What is it what is it what is
it!” His punctuated enthusiasm defied his tone.

“If it’s so boring, why do you want to
know?” Chendra asked.

“Cause it’s a secret, and secrets are
interesting even if they’re boring. What is it? Is it the Exit
Plan?”

Chendra looked flatly at Tesko.

“I don’t tell him these things,” Tesko
insisted with a shrug. “He just figures them
out.”

“Yeah, I know about the Exit Plan,” Bii
said. “Mom thought I was asleep when she was talking to dad about
it but I wasn’t.”

Chendra folded her arms. “That was over a
year ago, you were four then.”

“Three and a half,” Bii said. “I don’t
actually remember a lot before that except like when I was two I
had a dream I had where I woke up in the middle of the night and
there was a glowy silk snail crawling across the other side of the
room and it was pulling at the straps of a bag there but it was
dark so I couldn’t tell.”

Chendra nodded shallowly at Bii’s obviously
interesting story, then glanced back to Tesko. “If he remembers
back to when he was two, do you think he might have the same
retentive memory I do?”

“I wonder…” Tesko said. “Either way, if
he’s gonna learn about this, it’d be better to give him direction
rather than just ignoring him. Anyway, I’m sure he’s already heard
about it in school as rumors.”

“I remember those. I was a cub once too,”
Chendra said. “But even so…”

“I’m gonna figure out sooner or later,
mom!” Bii yarped, his cub voice making his laughter sound like a
series of beeps. “Like when I figured out your strand
password.”

Tesko sighed heavily. “Yes, I remember.” She
lifted him with a grunt and placed him on her lap. “If I tell you,
you have to promise: no telling anyone. Not even Aunt Sina.”

“Can I tell Aunt Amara?” Bii
asked.

“Ah, probably not her either,” Tesko said.
A lot of her friends had become Bii’s “aunt” over the last year, as
Tesko needed all the help she could get now that Bii’s father was
gone.

“Can I tell Aunt Chendra?” Bii pointed at
the sandy geroo, who was just now taking a seat to not loom over
the pair. Chendra perked her ears, blushing a
little.

“Yes of course, you can tell Auntie
Chendra,” Tesko said.

“Subcommander!” Chendra huffed and blushed
harder. “I wish you wouldn’t encourage the notion. I’m not cut out
to raise your cub!”

“Uh-huh.” Tesko wrapped a paw around
Chendra’s side and pressed into her. Chendra returned the embrace,
nuzzling the top of Tesko’s head. Such affection was common among
geroo, even just between friends.

Bii squirmed. “Well, tell me!”

“Okay, okay,” Tesko said. “Bii, how do you
feel about the krakun?”

“I hate ‘em,” Bii said flatly. “Juije at
school thinks we’re supposed to treat ’em nice cause they’re our
bosses. But they hurt geroo. I dun care what he
thinks.”

At least Tesko’s efforts to counteract
educational programming was sticking. “Okay so, secretly, yes,
Chendra and I have been working on an Exit Plan. Something to get
rid of the krakun so we can take this ship for ourselves.”

“Yeah that’s what it sounded like,” Bii
replied as though it were the most obvious thing in the world.
Being the inquisitive mind that he was, he already had a cavalcade
of suggestions. “The krakun come through the gate, right? From the
big planet on the other side.”

“Right.” Tesko spread her ears at
him.

“And we turn off the gate sometimes,” Bii
said. He scrubbed his paws all over his whiskers in deep thought.
“So… you should turn off the gate all the time! Then they can’t
hurt us anymore.”

“Oh, sweetie.” Tesko nuzzled his nose.
“That would be so easy, but when we shut off the gate, the drive
and the recycler also shut off. That’s why they’re called the
‘trinity’ all together. They all have to be on or they all have to
be off. That’s why we can’t have the gate off for more than a few
days at most, because otherwise we can’t go anywhere and we’ll
quickly run out of fuel.”

“Oh,” Bii said, merging this new
information with the old. “Then… you need to make the drive and the
recycler work without the gate!” He nodded, confident in this
solution.

“Wow, he’s already such a problem-solver,”
Chendra added with a smirk.

“We want to do that, but the krakun made
the way the trinity works super-secret.” Tesko gestured to the
numbers on the monitor. “So this is our plan. Normally, the gate
only points to Krakuntec. But if we can figure out these numbers,
we can point the gate somewhere else. That way, the trinity keeps
running. But…” she said with a sigh. “I don’t know if I’m smart
enough to do that.”

“Tess—” Chendra started.

“Mom! Of course you’re smart enough,” Bii
added.

Tesko smiled. “Thanks, Bii, that—”

“You’re the best at figuring out boring
numbers!”

Tesko flattened her ears out and nibbled Bii’s ears. He
giggled—of course he was teasing her. She just didn’t expect him to
get so snarky as he grew up. Where was he getting all that
from?

Chendra leaned back in her seat. “You know…
your dad did all this boring numbers stuff too. So it’s in your
DNA.”

“Yeah!” Tesko nuzzled and razzed Bii.
“You’re fated to grow up to be a dull and boring scientist
too!”

“Never!” Bii protested. He then snatched
Tesko’s strand from her armband and leapt off her lap, running away
with the device over his head. “Noooooooo,” he yelled as he ran
behind the small arrangement of break couches in the far
corner.

Tesko motioned as if she was going to chase
after him, but she just flopped back in her seat, defeated.

Chendra lowered her ears. “Sorry.”

“Not your fault.”

“I mean, sorry if bringing up Nainta is
still painful for you.”

Tesko sighed. “It’s been a year. It’s
fine.”

“Hey, no it isn’t.” Chendra turned Tesko’s
seat to face her. “A year is nowhere near a long enough time to
really accept it. I still haven’t entirely gotten over
my brother. I can’t imagine how it is to lose a mate. Honestly, I don’t
know if there is a
long enough time or if the pain ever goes away.”

Tesko shook her head. “We still need to move on. Nainta
wanted me to. There’s just so much future we need to ensure, and these damn cryptic
numbers aren’t helping. I just… I wanted to finish the Exit Plan
for him,
so that all of this pain and strife and frustration and sorrow
would mean
something.
And if it wasn’t for the captain…”

Tesko was surprised to find her words still
angry. The captain cancelled the plan ten years ago. She should
have been over it. But all that came to mind was the wasted time
and how the Exit Plan team lost more and more geroo every year. She
had accepted it. It didn’t usually bother her this bad.

But then again, tomorrow was the captain’s sixtieth
birthday. And he was going to survive. She didn’t know how to feel about that,
especially after spending all of last year not only mourning her
mate, but the upcoming inevitability of the geroo who had saved her
being no more. She was happy this was no longer the
case—ecstatically so. And she wanted to slap him across the damn
face for squandering it.

“Ateri had a good reason for canceling the
plan,” Chendra said.

“No, he didn’t.” Tesko’s eyes brimmed with
tears.

“Tess…”

“I’m not giving up. I can’t. Not when
there’s still a chance. I just wish… I wish I had Ateri behind me again.
I wish things were like they used to be. I’m tired of doing this
alone, but if I have to, I will defy the krakun by
myself.”

From across the room, Tesko’s strand started
buzzing.

“Mom, it’s for you!” Bii called, the small
cub turning around on the couch and holding the strand up. It
buzzed again, nearly shaking out of his grip. Tesko lunged over for
it, catching the device before it fell and hit the deck. She
stumbled and collapsed to the aluminum floor anyway with a
loud oof.
Righting her glasses over her muzzle, she checked the
message.

Her ears dropped.

“… Ah… damn shit to the five hells, speak a
krakun’s name,” she muttered, clambering to her knees at
once.

“What?” Chendra approached quickly, helping
Tesko back up. “What’s wrong?”

Should have dismantled it, Tesko thought and sighed.
Even if it would
have taken a month of overtime. But she didn’t, and now Tesko had to face
the consequences.

“The geordian guard found our other
project,” she said.

Chendra gasped, panic set across her
ears.

But Tesko had already been thinking long and hard about her
options. She could ignore it. The krakun had no way to implicate her or
Chendra. But Commissioner Pokokuro was going to blame
someone, and Tesko had a sinking suspicion who that would be: the
captain, who had already deeply offended the commissioner. As
frustrated as she was with Ateri, she still loved him, even after
all this time. She was not about to let him take the blame for her
foolishness.

Fortunately, she had another plan. It was a
long shot, and there was no guarantee of safety, or even survival.
But that hadn’t stopped her before.

“Bii, I love you,” she said, hugging her
son tight. “Please be good for me. Always keep going. Never back
down.”

“Yeah, I know,” Bii said dismissively,
hugging her back. “Love you too.”

“You know who’ll take care of you if
something happens to me?” she asked, looking at him through tears
in her eyes.

“Yeah, Chendra and Amara and Sina.” Bii
tilted his ears inquisitively, but he sounded more confused than
concerned. “Why?”

“Hey!” Chendra interjected. “That’s rather
morbid talk. I don’t even think Bii really knows what you mean by
that!”

“I know, but just in case,” Tesko said.
“Look after Bii. I’m going Top Side.”



Chapter 2: Cloaking Device

Life was, as the captain had promised, not a
paradise. Since she’d arrived, thirty years had come and gone
aboard the White Flower
II—thirty years of love and profound discovery, thirty
years of heartbreak and crushing disappointment. In that time,
Tesko pushed herself to her limit, consuming all knowledge and
every experience she could, feeling every joy and sorrow she
dared.

Even the day that Ateri had, in his own
despair, cancelled the Exit Plan, Tesko did not surrender, no
matter how painful it became to push through the unending failure.
Even with all her knowledge, experience, and reasons to continue
on, she had hit a wall.

And standing at its base, she looked up, and
calculated a way to someday scale it.

There were some nights Tesko could not sleep, could not
stop herself from thinking of some way to make the Exit Plan
possible in their lifetimes. To step on Top Side’s grass was a
small facsimile of what she wanted to see and feel—not just a
spacious garden, but an endless one. Not grown to any purpose, not
for food or material but simply because that was what plants
did
in a free world—to
exist, to bloom, to thrive, to cover every fertile surface beyond
this little isolated patch, to be seen and smelled and experienced.
She wanted tall-growing wild grass she could smell and touch with
her paws as she walked on through the golden light of a planetary
star. Such visions were a madness that had taken over. She
needed—she required that reality bend to her thoughts, so she could somehow
trick the machinery of the universe to spit out a new life for the
ones she loved, even if it ended up leaving her behind.
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“Captain Ateri, get out here at
once!”

Words roared in Krakunese hit Tesko in the
chest so hard she stumbled right back into the gravity upwell. She
righted herself, affixed her glasses to her face again, and pulled
herself back out of the inverted gravity so she stood on the deck
once more, then hurried out.

She gasped at the sight of the ruined
park.

Top Side park was a small facsimile of green and earthy
planetside life, situated underneath the starry dome atop
the White
Flower II with the vivid yellow body of C-18-3 looming over it all.
The grass that fanned out in every direction in front of Tesko,
however, was crushed—plants smashed, dirt upturned, and in some
places giving away just how shallow the soil was. Drainage fabrics
had come exposed less than half a meter from the surface. Some of
those marks were deliberate, including the telltale four strokes of
a krakun’s talon slashes across the dirt. It would take the
gardeners weeks to correct the damage the commissioner had
done.

The sight had so distracted Tesko that she
nearly stumbled into the commissioner herself. Sitting up on her
haunches, the krakun rose as tall as the site’s
four-hundred-year-old trees. The violently pink krakun was—to the
shoulder—five times the height of any geroo, and sitting up raised
her even higher, especially with Pokokuro’s unusually long neck.
Even after three full days of a ship-wide audit, the commissioner’s
fatigue only barely chipped away at the anger that crossed her lips
and bared her teeth.

Just beyond her, banks of rooms etched the
perimeter of Top Side almost like a long-ago Gerootec city skyline,
in contrast to the endless narrow halls that comprised the rest of
the ship. Four towers curved up the dome in each of the cardinal
directions. The foremost one, facing away from the gate, held the
captain’s quarters, beleaguered by mounds upon mounds of unopened
birthday presents in gold-colored ribbon. They piled up so high,
the captain had carved a path through them to the front door.

The commissioner’s gaze fixed upon a ramp
that rounded the left side of the quarters to the tower above—the
Auxiliary Bridge. Nobody used it for anything but the occasional
soiree; it otherwise remained of little interest, a nominally
perfect place to hide one’s secrets. Sarsuk had never asked to look
underneath the floor panels of the Auxiliary Bridge because at this
point in his audits he was always fatigued and just wanted to go
home. But now, Geordian guards descended the ramp with careful
one-paw-in-front-of-the-other, almost unnaturally seamless strides.
They brought down a dusty crate propped up on a wheeled cart.

Loreel, the blue-furred Chief Commander of
the geordian guard, turned to Pokokuro and bowed, casting wary eyes
in Tesko’s direction—or so Tesko thought she could see through his
breathing mask.

Okay, Tesko told herself, don’t think about how big she is, or how easy it
would be for her to crush you in an instant. You can talk your way
out of this. Krakun are beings of habit and bureaucracy. She’s
bound by the same rules you are. Well, some of them. A
couple.

If they feel like it.

Tesko coughed. But Pokokuro hadn’t even
noticed her, and any further words caught in Tesko’s throat.

As if on cue, the captain and commander emerged from the
door of their apartment. They were an evenly matched pair, the
captain dark, large, scarred and stoic, the commander bright,
curvy, soft and keen. Tesko realized she hadn’t explained a
thing
to either of them.
She sprinted to intercept them.

“Commander!” Tesko exclaimed. She addressed
Jakari, not wanting to interrupt Ateri following a direct order.
The white-furred first officer stopped for her. Tesko doubled over,
leaning on her knees and huffing. Ateri paused, still facing the
commissioner, and turned the blind side of his face to them, with
the black patch over the scar that used to be his left
eye.

“Subcommander,” Jakari kindly acknowledged,
stroking Tesko upon the head with a soft paw and turning her chin
upward to look her in the eye. “Is there a reason you’re running
within swatting range of a krakun, stinking of fear
musk?”

Tesko huffed, trying to catch her breath
before she passed out. “See, the thing is—” She blinked the sparks
from her vision. She recognized the symptoms—she was panicked.
“Just…” she squeaked, closing her eyes, “let me talk to the
commissioner about what she found!”

Ateri and Jakari both blinked, staring at
the subcommander like she’d spontaneously grown nine tails.

“And…” Ateri spoke carefully,
“what has she found?”

Even now Tesko couldn’t just come out and
say it. “I know you told me to destroy it, but… I haven’t.”

“It’s the prototype,” Jakari told her
mate.

“Mmm,” Ateri said, not facing either of
them.

Tesko huffed. They shouldn’t have been able to guess
that
quickly.

“I’m sorry, sir!” she squeaked, looking
back at the commissioner, whose massive, sharp claws even then
pulled the crate closer to herself, carefully prying the lid open
like she might with the captain’s ribcage. “But please, don’t
worry, I have a plan!”

“What plan?” Ateri asked.

“Well, see, because of
Chiauo
Gi,” Tesko
said, fumbling with her spectacles lest her trembling drop them
from her muzzle. “All I have to do is walk up to her and insinuate
that this is old and leftover from a long time ago. Make it sound
as much like an abandoned project as possible. No trace, nothing to
pin on us.”

If there was anything to be gained from the events of the
last few weeks, it was that their arrival at this planetary system
had invoked an obscure rule in the company bylaws called
Chiauo
Gi. Neither
the commissioner nor anyone else could execute any geroo aboard the
ship for any infraction—not without a pile of paperwork and
committee discussions.

“Tess,” Ateri said in his deep and rough
voice without turning around.

Tesko perked her ears.

“We both know it is one thing for the
krakun to say there are rules, and another thing entirely for them
to follow those rules—rules on which we have still not tested
her.”

Tesko winced and sank. “I’m sorry, sir. This
is my fault. If she is gonna execute someone over this… this is my
responsibility.”

That was the best plan she could come up with? It had
sounded a lot more certain in her head some minutes ago. But the
way the captain phrased it… maybe she was wrong. Maybe there was no
safety in Chiauo Gi.

But it was still her responsibility.

“No, Tess,” the captain said. “Everything
is ultimately the captain’s responsibility.” He stepped forward,
approaching the commissioner with his paws clasped behind his
back.

“Sir!”

“Stay! That’s an order!”

Tesko blinked. She wanted to protest, but
the commander held her back. Tesko stared after the geroo she most
looked up to walking toward his doom.

As Ateri approached, the commissioner,
regarding the crate before her, opened up a case of krakun-sized
examination tools. “This looks especially illegal,” she said. She
removed a scope from her toolkit and pinched it steady with her
scaley eyelid. Then she tugged one of the long, sharp tools off her
wristband and poked the device with it.

Ateri stopped several meters away from
her—though still uncomfortably close. “Commissioner, let me
confess… because I believed this vessel and its mission would
benefit, we’ve stowed this device for fifteen years, and tested
ideas and theories on it—”

“A cloaking device is not on the manifest, Captain,”
Pokokuro said, her massive open eye darting in his direction. “We
discussed those ‘decoy beacons’ earlier this very
morning!”

Tesko cursed the absurd accuracy of krakun
memory, as the commissioner could identify the device in a matter
of seconds against a database table of over six hundred thousand
items. And she’d likely just memorized it the morning before she
began this audit.

“I understand,” Ateri said, clasping his
paws behind his back. “But this item is indeed on the
manifest.”

Pokokuro plucked the scope from her eye and
stared at the captain. “What’s it filed under?”

“It is an oven.”

Pokokuro’s muzzle fell open, her
three-pointed tongue shifting behind her teeth like she honestly
could not find a response for a full five seconds. Tesko’s jaw hung
open just as much.

Ever so slightly, the captain turned his eye
toward Tesko, and he winked.

What the hells was the captain doing? Didn’t he want to be as
unprovocative as possible?

“… Captain,” Pokokuro said carefully,
narrowing her eyes, “do you want me to jettison you into space?”

“Without a cooling unit attached, it
functions as an oven,” Ateri said, gesturing to the device. “The
whole back end heats up to several hundred degrees. You can place
dough in the socket and make bread.”

Pokokuro glared in Tesko’s direction, past the captain. Her
heart skipped, and she stiffened in place. What was she supposed to
say to that? They’d done that once before the project was officially decommissioned.
Had Ateri been sitting on that lame excuse for the past ten years?
Had he known the cloaking device was still around? And if so, why taunt
the commissioner over it?

Dumbly, not knowing what else to do, Tesko
nodded.

The commissioner’s glowing gaze turned back
to the captain. “… You’re mocking me,” Pokokuro said with a
snarl.

“Certainly not, Commissioner,” the captain
said. “We haven’t had much to do with it in ages besides its listed
use.”

“This is not a joking
matter,
Ateri,” Pokokuro said—strangely using Ateri’s name rather than his
title. She took the scope from her eye and pinched her eyelids shut
as she spoke. “This device was clearly built here, onboard this
vessel, but it is nevertheless blatantly a turek design.”

At that, Tesko suddenly felt cold. That could have been far
more trouble than Ateri intended, possibly enough to
overrule Chiauo Gi—and Pokokuro knew it on sight! Tesko tried to think back
to that day almost twenty-four years ago when Chendra and the
captain had gone aboard the RSL Golden Cannon. Ateri had always said they were ringel,
right? Had he been lying?

No, Chendra was there too. She’d never had a
reason to lie about the meeting. But Tesko had taken it for granted
that all the technology they used was itself ringel in origin.

She stepped forward—she needed to explain,
now,
to tell the commissioner that they didn’t know. That she herself of all geroo should take blame for
this—but the commander’s paw stopped her, firmly grasping her
shoulder. Tesko looked up. Jakari still had that smile on her
ears.

The science officer wondered if everyone else was going crazy, or
she alone
was.

“When did you have contact with the turek?”
Pokokuro snapped. “Answer! And none of your meandering
responses!”

“I never made contact with the turek,”
Ateri said. “I was only charged with contacting ringel
pirates.”

“That’s deflecting, Captain. I know you
were punished for that, but did you actually make contact with them?”

“The ringel gave me the plans to build it.
I’ve never met a turek.”

Pokokuro snorted. “Even so. Just because you were punished
for making contact does not excuse you from meddling with
unauthorized technical designs. That is why you are not allowed to make
contact in the first place!”

She considered the device carefully, then
with one sweep of her massive claw, she crushed it, crate and all.
The smashing of the delicate machinery inside crinkled and cracked
at an ear-splitting volume, to which all the geroo and geordians
within thirty meters had to cover their ears.

Tesko turned her head up at the horrible
anger bared in the krakun’s teeth. Pokokuro snorted, her hot,
sulfurous-breath washing over the captain before billowing out
across the grass and forcing Tesko’s fur on end.

The captain stood fixed like a statue,
unflinching.

No no no please no, Tesko thought, eyes fixated on Pokokuro bearing
down on Ateri. She should have run out there at once, thrown
herself in harm’s way, but instead she turned and clung to Jakari,
burying her face in the commander’s fluff, ears listening but
unprepared for the inevitable.

“But…” the commissioner growled through her
teeth, “… unfortunately… I cannot properly punish you for this. The
company requires your body intact.”

Tesko nearly collapsed. She released her
breath. The whole time, Jakari pet her gently between the ears.

“Thank grandfather,” Tesko muttered, tears
wetting her eyes and feeling strange for uttering a
prayer.

Pokokuro then looked sideways at the stacks
of boxes just outside the door to the captain’s quarters. She
reached an enormous arm over the group and plucked a gift between
two talons. “Maybe I’ll crush your… what are these, birthday
presents?”

“If you would, please,” Ateri said, cocky.
“You’d be doing us a favor. Jakari and I really have no more room
left and we’d appreciate an excuse to decline
them.”

Pokokuro roared in Ateri’s face, sending everyone falling
backwards into the grass. “You are pushing this as far as it can
go, aren’t you!” She reared up again and slammed the wrapped box to
the ground where it bounced and somersaulted in the air. “Mark my
words, Captain! I am not going to let this flagrant insubordination
carry on. You may think Chiauo Gi makes you untouchable, but the mountain of
paperwork and endless meetings with every department will be worth
it. This will go on my report. I will gladly sit through every meeting,
enjoy filing every form, just knowing that each one brings me that
much closer to executing you! I will be back—and
soon.”

She slapped her talon in the direction of
the geroo, showering them with grass and soil. Tesko coughed and
spit dirt from her mouth, then she and Jakari helped the captain
back to his paws, all of them equally filthy from the tantrum.

Loreel motioned for the geordians to follow
Pokokuro. Before the krakun reached the main ramp, entourage in
tow, she turned to address the captain one last time.

“Oh, and Captain… happy birthday,” she said
from across Top Side. “My present to you: another few undeserved
days of life.”

She slipped down the yawning opening to the
central ramp, her tail and all the feline aliens following
after.

The captain let out a huge sigh of relief, and he pulled Jakari close to hold
her, regardless of how covered in filth they both were.

Jakari glanced in Tesko’s direction. “You
all right, Subcommander?”

Tesko stood speechless for three solid
seconds before she blurted out, “Sirs, what the five hells?”

“It’s perfectly all right, Subcommander,”
Ateri said. “I was looking for an excuse to see how far Pokokuro
was willing to push Chiauo Gi. Your little side project happened to provide a
very good litmus test.”

“Litmus test!” Tesko exclaimed. “Sir, you
could have died! How do you think I’d feel if you’d gone and gotten yourself
killed over something that was my fault?” She whimpered. A number
of emotions she’d been holding onto bloomed to the surface. She
wanted to say, “I can’t bear the thought of losing you again,”
but it seemed so
inappropriate to say it. She was angry at the captain for disposing of the Exit
Plan in the first place, she was upset he’d been aloof all these
years, and now this stunt—for what? What was he hoping to prove
with this?

“Well I can tell you, I wouldn’t have been
happy,” Jakari said, giving Ateri a very concerned
glare.

“Sorry,” the captain said, as diffident as
the captain could ever act, which was to say, barely at all. “You
know how these things go sometimes. I should have died ten times
over by now anyway.”

“It was still reckless of you,” the
commander said.

“It was,” the captain
said.

“And the day before your birthday, too. You
would have made the celebrations quite awkward.”

“We should have consulted first,
but—”

“I know,” Jakari said, “timing is
everything.” She kissed him full on the lips, to which he returned
the exchange with fervor. “I forgive you,” she said, in that same
wry tone.

“You taste like soil and grass,” Ateri
said.

“I wasn’t going to mention,” Jakari
yarped.

Tesko whined. “Sirs…”

“Don’t worry about the cloak,
Subcommander,” Ateri said, staring into his mate’s eyes all the
while. “I’m sure we could build a new one if we
needed.”

“It’s not the cloak, sir!” Tesko blurted
out. Although it was painful seeing a decade’s worth of tinkering
scuttled in mere moments, leaving an even bigger mess across the
ruined park landscape.

“Sirs, I directly disobeyed your orders. And you’re not
even looking at me when I say that. I’m trying to take
responsibility! Does that mean nothing to you?”

Ateri took a deep breath and knelt in front
of Tesko.

“You’re right, Tesko,” Ateri said. “Thank
you.”

“But… but…” Tesko stammered, still
confused. “Now Pokokuro’s going to look for a way to execute you
for sure! And it’s my fault!”

“We’ll see about that,” Ateri said.
“Sometimes these things have a way of working out for the
better.”

Tesko brought a paw to her face like she wanted
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