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For Doug


The writing of this novel trilogy began in 2017 and I
doubt I would have started it at all, or with such enthusiasm,
without Gre7g Luterman spurring me on with his own fanfiction that
both he and I decided was good enough for publication.

 


This is, by far, not going to be the last story I
ever write for this setting. Thank you to Gre7g and everyone in the
Hayven Celestia discord, and I hope the coming stories only get
better from here.
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 Chapter 0: The Death of
Sur'an

TWENTY-SEVEN YEARS AGO

 


Commissioner Sarsuk seized the first officer in his
grip, enveloping her.

Captain Ateri started—the
fur on the back of his neck standing straight. To his left,
Subcommander Aloppa gasped, his paws clasped over his muzzle.
Searjo—the bay supervisor standing several meters off—nearly
dropped the strand recording the meeting but, trembling, continued
to hold it upright, just as the commissioner had ordered.

Ateri couldn’t say
anything. What was he going to do—grab a
lizard forty times his size and wrestle him to the ground?
Die, perhaps? It was an
option. But this punishment should have only been for him. Ancestors, this
was his risk to
take!

“First
Officer Sur’an, are you responsible for what happens aboard this
ship?” Commissioner Sarsuk bellowed. It wasn’t even the loudest he
could have spoken—for as long as Ateri had known the old bastard,
this kind of anger was routine.

“She knew
nothing of the meeting!” Ateri protested, allowing himself to break
decorum and step out of the line, running up to within kicking
distance of the oversized lizard. But he kept himself straight,
rigid, doing his damnedest to let this play out. “I hid my actions
from her and met with the ringel in secret. She had no knowledge of
my actions!”

His words rang hollow
inside the recycler bay, the sounds bouncing off the metal walls
and shimmering through the towers of garbage, highlighting just how
alone the five of them were in the chamber. Below Sarsuk, the
conveyor belt whirred gently into the bright, purple light of the
recycler just beyond. Sarsuk squeezed the gray geroo in his claw,
as if lazily playing with a desk toy.

Ateri had nothing. They’d
all agreed to let whatever happened in the recycler bay play out.
But Ateri had been certain it was his turn to die. All else he had
was his denial—and his willingness to surrender himself.

It’s my job to take the
punishment. Why is Sarsuk doing this?

Sur’an inhaled as deeply as
she could manage and shook her head. Tears, likely from the
sulfuric sting of Sarsuk’s breath, poured from her eyes. Defiantly,
she said, “I didn’t know.” She could barely get the words out.

“Are you
responsible for what happens aboard this ship?” Sarsuk
roared.

Sur’an, crying with tears
streaking down her lovely face, nodded.

It happened so suddenly,
Ateri didn’t even hear when Sarsuk squeezed his claw tightly. Some
of Sur’an’s blood landed in Ateri’s mouth. And for a moment, he
could not move. It was as though his brain had disconnected from
his body in a vain attempt to deny the obvious.

Sur’an was dead.

As if to punctuate the
point, Sarsuk casually flicked her body away from himself, toward
the mouth of the recycler. He missed, and her body, already burst
open in the middle, smacked wetly against the top of the frame
before slumping down onto the conveyor belt. She still
twitched.

Ateri,
lunging several meters toward the conveyor belt, reached for her.
Some stupidity he’d yet to rid himself of said, It takes seven minutes for the brain to become
oxygen-starved, maybe she can still be saved, maybe we could find a
way.…

His fingers slid wetly
across her cheek. So much blood had already spilled from Sur’an
that she was already cold. Her eyes betrayed no hint of life. She
slipped away, and he reached for her again, grabbing her necklace.
It casually slipped off of her neck as though nothing was holding
it there. When Ateri looked up again, he saw through the wetness of
his eyes that her body was already drifting into its constituent
molecules in the light of the machine.

Sur’an’s string of beads
slid from his paws and clattered to the deck.

 


⋆*･ﾟ:⋆*･ﾟ: *⋆.*:･ﾟ .: ⋆*: .⋆

 


For the first several hours, Ateri was in so much
pain that he could barely talk. When Sarsuk had taken Ateri’s eye,
he’d ripped a long chunk of skin with it. Not until some time
later, when the doctors repaired the muscle and pulled what
remained of his skin back over the wound, did the majority of the
pain subside. They drugged him heavily. After that, he slept almost
twenty hours straight.

His sleep was fitful.
Sur’an was lost! How could anyone forgive him? How could Ateri
really forgive himself? As much as everyone would probably cheer
Ateri on his triumphant return to health, it would all feel
sickeningly undeserved. He was already seeing Sur’an at the edges
of his vision, creeping in as if to taunt him.

You did
nothing, Ateri, you didn’t save me.

“Honored
parents, and parents of my parents,” he mumbled in prayer,
half-delirious. “In a chain unbroken like the necklaces we wear,
leading us all the way home. Take this burden from me. I don’t… I
don’t deserve it anymore.”

“Which is
it?” came a voice. “Is it a burden, or a blessing?”

Ateri was still in his bed,
but as if it was lit up by a spotlight, surrounded by dark. Sur’an
stood at his right, her form indistinct, the slightest smile on her
ears. Until that moment, the vision of his first officer had seemed
nightmarish, but all of a sudden, the torrent calmed into a soft,
tangible glow. And ten thousand other thoughts flooded his mind:
the warm and light-filled memories of everything he and Sur’an had
shared, and much they’d not—but wished dearly he could have. And
the scent—her scent was fresh and wild and clean like the open
gardens of Top Side, permeating the air.

Now she sat on the edge of
Ateri’s bed, placing her paw over his own.
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“Duty
comes with two sides, doesn’t it?” Ateri asked, unfazed by her
appearance. “I… like being the captain. I like being able to make a
difference. But what’s the point if… if I lose everything dear to
me?”

Ateri looked down. Though
he could not remember how it had gotten there, he was clutching
Sur’an’s silver necklace in his paw. Eleven beads: eight silver,
two gold, and one precious wood. Her ethereal form did not wear
it—she would not need a necklace where she was going.

“I’m so
sorry,” Sur’an said, her paw brushing Ateri’s cheek. “But you know,
it was my duty as well.”

“I can’t
know that for sure,” Ateri mumbled. “I didn’t… I didn’t even have a
chance to ask you if you were willing to die. Hells, I didn’t want
you to die at all! You sacrificed yourself for this plan and I—I
messed it up.”

“We’d
already made the decision long ago.” Sur’an spoke softly. “You
can’t afford to doubt. The Exit Plan is much more important than
either of us. Doesn’t that light a fire in your soul? To know you
have a purpose?”

“But
what’s the point if—”

“You have
a purpose, Ateri!” The air surrounding
Sur’an seemed to stir and rumble. “You’ve held on to your purpose
for so long that you don’t remember what it was like to feel
aimless in this
universe. And you gave me that purpose, too. I died gladly and in
the knowledge that you will continue with the Exit Plan, even
without me.”

“What
about your son?” Ateri asked. Strong emotions flooded his chest
unbidden as he thought of the poor, young cub he’d rendered
motherless. “What about Gert?”

“Look
after him. He needs this purpose just as much as I did, and we need
him to keep the spark. Instill it in him. Even if you made it your
life’s mission to see the Exit Plan through, it was unlikely either
of us would see it in our lifetimes.”

Ateri recoiled. He’d given
up so much for this Exit Plan; he’d almost maniacally pursued it,
taking so many risks, because deep down…

“… You
thought you would see New Gerootec.” Sur’an finished his
half-thought sadly. “And you wanted me there, too.”

“I wanted
to start a family with you and Jakari,” Ateri said. His pads slid
over her necklace. His voice cracked. “I wanted… so
much.”

She kissed him reverently
on his forehead. “There’s only so much you can do in your
lifetime—we always knew we’d have to rely on others to finish what
we started. You never had to be the savior.”

“Then
what am I? What’s my role in this?”

Sur’an
started to flash, as if being filled with light. The light grew so
eye-straining that Ateri had to cover his eyes. But she held on to
him for the longest final moment. “You, Ateri, are
my captain, and
you always will be. Thank you for everything.”

“Sur’an!”
Ateri cried out.

 


⋆*･ﾟ:⋆*･ﾟ: *⋆.*:･ﾟ .: ⋆*: .⋆

 


Ateri inhaled sharply, and he was staring at the
darkened ceiling again. Nearby, a heart monitor chirped silently,
but that wasn’t the only sound in the room. He heard sniffling,
whimpering. And pity clutched his heart—so much so, the pain in his
face didn’t matter a bit.

To his right, where he no
longer had an eye to see, Jakari squeezed his paw tight, kissing
it, her tears wetting his dark fur. “Please, not you both… not you
both.… Trinity, don’t take my lover and my mate from me.…”

“Jakari…”
Ateri whispered.

Jakari bolted upright,
leaning over the bed to look Ateri in his remaining eye. Her own
eyes were bloodshot from crying. “Ateri!”

“Don’t
worry, I survived,” Ateri mumbled. “I don’t think Sarsuk was
planning on letting me die just yet.”

Jakari fell atop Ateri and
wept. Weakly, he laid his paws on her shoulders. He asked, “… Do I
look that bad?”

Jakari sniffled, her voice
breaking, but her ears wore a sly smile. “You look like a monster
in bad makeup. But… it will probably look better when it finally
heals and we can clean you up.”

“Hmm.
Sarsuk’s not letting me replace it, so… glass eye, or
eyepatch?”

The silky, white geroo
lifted a paw, holding it over the injured side of Ateri’s face.
“Oh, you’d look dashing with an eyepatch.”

“Then
it’s settled.” Ateri forced a grin onto his ears.

“Ateri…”
Jakari whispered softly, her facade cracking again. She revealed
the object she had clutched in her other paw—Sur’an’s broken
necklace. Briefly startled by where it had ended up, Ateri stared
at the eleven beads for a long moment, uncertain whether to feel
anger or relief.

He took a deep breath. He
had only one thing to say now. “I know.”

“Hon…
what are we going to do without her?”

“Same thing we’ve been
doing my whole career,” Ateri replied. “And the same thing I’m
going to do for the rest of my life: make the company regret
letting us live another day, until the Exit Plan is
complete.”
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CHAIN UNBROKEN

 


by Rick Griffin


 Chapter 1: Matters of the
Heart

t-45 days until Zero
Hour

 


As Subcommander Gert lounged in his bedroom, he found
himself pondering Sailmaster Stix’s really nice butt.

Ringel butts were quite
prominent, with rather wispy tails emerging from the top of their
rears, as opposed to the thick tails of the geroo. Stix’s backside
wasn’t quite as nice as Inzari’s, of course, but it was pleasantly
round and pliable, giving just so as Gert pressed in a dimple with
his paw pad. As a ringel, Stix didn’t even mind if Gert took some
undue interest. He didn’t even seem to notice, as he was busy
messing with the small box he’d arrived with and which he seemed
too bashful about to show off right away. So Gert poked Stix’s
giving flesh repeatedly, watching the hypnotic bounce.

“Having
fun?” Stix asked. His Geroonic had gotten better in the last month,
thanks in part to his insistence on speaking the language when
hanging around Gert, rather than speaking his native
Ringelese.

“Drop me
out an airlock,” Gert muttered. “You guys are going to be the death
of my self-respect.”

Stix shrugged and flexed
his toes. “What’s there to be ashamed of? I like it when you fixate
on my body.”

Gert idly poked at Stix’s
soles, and the sailmaster’s long toes curled. His toe rings clinked
as they tapped together. “You ringel have no boundaries,” Gert
complained. “At all. It’s hard to act disciplined around you.”

“I
wouldn’t say no boundaries. I get it, geroo are anxious about sex,
ooh, scary. But touch?
That’s a weird one to get hung up on.” Stix grabbed Gert’s wrist
with his hind paw and pulled Gert’s fingers back toward his butt.
“I mean… it’s just touch.”

Gert plowed his paw into
Stix’s soft rear, kneading it like a ball of dough. He started to
pull his paw back again, only for Stix’s tail to twist around it
like a coiling rope. The ringel’s tail suddenly tightened, and Stix
yanked himself upright, falling into Gert’s lap. The tiny,
blue-topped ringel grabbed the massive, patchwork geroo roughly by
the ears and looked into his eyes.

“Stop
overthinking,” he said. And then he finally presented Gert with the
tiny black box he held in his long-fingered paws. “Here! This is
for you.”

Gert blinked, took the box,
and opened it. Inside, in the middle of a velvet cushion, sat a
single, gold ring. Stix leaned forward, grinning with bared teeth,
like a krakun.

Gert tried to laugh it off.
“What’s this?”

“Earring,” Stix said. “From my collection. Try it
on!”

“Stix…”
Gert bit his lip, glancing again at the bit of gold. Inzari had
given him some presents as well, but so far, no jewelry. Getting
something from another male felt strange, yet compelling. But was
accepting it too weird?

Though…
Stix was wearing the necklace of four red beads that Gert had
bought him. In fact, Stix had insisted that Gert buy the necklace,
and, well, it had seemed like a nice gesture at the
time.

Maybe some geroo would
object—as Gert explained, a great deal of reverence was placed on
new strings of beads. Geroo received a new set in only three
circumstances—first, when young cubs chose the beads that best
represented themselves; second, as a replacement for a set
permanently lost; and third, in the most exceptional cases, when a
geroo needed to break from the past so completely that they were
willing to destroy their old set. And while the beads had no
meaning before they were assigned to a geroo, they’d been assigned
to Stix under Gert’s pretense of buying them for a non-existent
seven-year-old cub. By lying to the bead-maker, Gert was certain
he’d done something vaguely blasphemous.

It
bothered Gert that Stix seemed to regard the beads as nothing more
than less-than-shiny jewelry—taking the necklace off and putting it
back on as he pleased. But it wasn’t as if ringel had
no reverence for
jewelry; on the contrary, they loved it. Stix was clearly taking
care of Gert’s gift, making space for it in his jewelry case and
keeping the beads polished. So Gert could only conclude… it
was probably fine
for a present. In which case, receiving a present should be fine,
too.

Maybe. Was it weird
anyway?

Stix leaned in and nibbled
along Gert’s neck, the sailmaster’s ears splaying back in the most
adorable manner. He didn’t actually bite, but the gentle touch
caused a shudder to run down Gert’s spine.

“Okay,
okay!” Gert said. He squeezed the little ringel in his thick arms.
“I, uh… just haven’t worn an earring before. How do
you…?”

Stix took the earring from
the box and, suddenly, stabbed the post through Gert’s earlobe,
pulling the wire hook shut behind it. Gert winced. He anticipated
blood, or even the severing of some nerve that would cause him to
lose all feeling in his ear forever, but after a moment, it felt…
fine. Sore, but fine.

Stix grinned.

“It’s
gold-plated, so it won’t make the site swell up. Leave it in for a
week, and the piercing should remain. And now, you look
good!”

“Uh,
thanks,” Gert said, and rubbed the side of his neck. “I don’t think
I’m used to the idea of wearing a lot of jewelry,
though.”

Stix laughed. Like all
ringel, he wore a lot of jewelry all over his body, especially in
places that Gert was unsure he himself would ever be comfortable
receiving a piercing. “You don’t gotta be a ringel or anything. A
little bit of gold draws the eye. Brings it closer to your face,
and your big, dumb muzzle.”

“Hey!”

“It’s
cute, you know that?” Stix smiled widely, and then planted his lips
against Gert’s.

Gert’s ears lit up with a
hot blush. He hadn’t expected kissing, though he wasn’t going to
complain. Stix just seemed so incredibly eager, and Gert wasn’t
about to dissuade him. And the situation would have been perfect,
except for one, small problem nagging Gert.

The ringel were going to
betray the geroo.
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Later that afternoon, Gert’s ex-girlfriend Hiani sat
across from him at his apartment table. That the visit was
professional in nature, rather than social, helped mitigate the
awkwardness hanging in the air. Gert had originally met Hiani in
strand manufacturing, and despite the weirdness between them, she
was by far the best non-officer communications specialist he knew.
Now a strand lay disassembled between them, along with several
write-ups for microchip transceiver proposals, all of which were
crumpled haphazardly on the table and which would be burned
immediately after.

Hiani stared intently at
Gert. “There’s no other possibility?”

Gert
shook his head. “I think Captain Tesko’s been slow to disseminate
the news, but… she’s right. If it still holds true that C-18-3
could become New Gerootec, then we’re obligated to do
this. Despite any
deal we have with the ringel, we must steal the terraformer for
ourselves. There’s no way around this. Nothing in the grand scheme
of the universe has ever seemed more like a moral absolute. And the
ringel won’t give up the terraformer without a fight. Tesko’s
positive that they were planning to attack us anyway, or at least planning to
change the terms of the deal when we’re no longer of any use to
them.”

“We know
that for a fact?”

“No,”
Gert said. “And that does
bother me. It seems like there
must be a diplomatic
solution here! The ringel clearly have been waiting to collect this
terraformer for a long time, so theoretically they should be
willing to wait another ten years and let us use it first. Sure, it might be
inconvenient for them, but it would
avoid conflict.”

“Except
that would require telling the ringel that we want to use the
terraformer,” Hiani added. “And Tesko can’t afford to let them say
no.”

“That’s
what Tesko said,” Gert sighed. “And she’s right. Even if we don’t
know for sure, the circumstantial evidence points to intended
betrayal. Everything they’ve offered us, even the gate key, is
promise without proof. They’ve secreted war materials aboard our
ship. They keep hiding their actions from us. And… they never want
to talk about any of this
with me. So… the moment Zero Hour hits, we’re
going to war with the ringel.”

“Gert, I
don’t want to say I told you so,” the powder-gray geroo stated.
“But I think it’s been obvious to everyone where getting into a
relationship with a pirate leads.”

“I can’t
talk to anyone about this!” Gert complained. “My lieutenants
pretend it’s fine, but I know they’ve been talking about me and
Inzari… and Stix too, now. More than one has reported concerns
about it to the captain. If these relationships existed in a
vacuum, most of them wouldn’t care—‘Oh, Gert is in love with a
ringel, he’s a strange one, thinking those scrawny creatures are
attractive, but I suppose there’s no harm in it.’ But it’s not
harmless now, is
it? I just had to go and make things so complicated.…”

“Oh,
Gert…” Hiani sighed.

Gert flinched and stumbled
over his next words. “I mean… it certainly made things weird
between you and me, and… oh, shove me in the recycler. I know that
our breakup is still a sore spot for you. I’m sorry for dredging
this up again.”

“No.
Don’t apologize.” Hiani glared at him. “I want you to understand,
because in this case, I seem to know how the politics of being an
officer works better than you do, and I’ve never even been an
officer. You know that your relationships with the ringel split
your loyalties, right?”

“That’s
why it’s been so hard!” Gert said. “I knew all of this. I knew that the
ringel were using me. I’ve known since the beginning, or at least,
I suspected. But how am I supposed to stop loving someone just…
like that?”

Hiani’s ears wilted. “You
always want to see the best in others.”

“And that
makes me a terrible officer.”

“That
makes you a good geroo.”

“A good
geroo who keeps getting taken advantage of, which is equivalent to
a terrible officer,” Gert retorted.

“If
you know the
ringel are taking advantage of you, then—”

Gert
shook his head. “I can take care of myself—Hiani, stop giggling.
I’m serious. What ends up happening to me doesn’t matter. The Exit Plan
matters, and my relationships are hurting our chances of seeing it
through. The only correct thing to do is to side with Captain
Tesko, and Ateri, and you, and every geroo on this. What
else can I possibly do?”

“Well…”
Hiani said, reaching up to Gert’s ear. “To start with, you could
take out the earring.”

Gert bit his lip.

“Gert…
you remember how long it took you to break up with me?” Hiani
asked. “A full week. I don’t think waiting that long did either of us any
favors. And this thing with the ringel has been going on for
two months.”

“I know,”
Gert said, sighing. “But… Ateri thinks it’s tactically better if I
keep playing along.”


 Chapter 2: A Secret
Self

Jakari found herself on the other end of déjà
vu.

She struggled, her voice
breathless. “I—I can’t…” she wheezed. Her voice collapsed into a
gurgle. Something popped inside of her, and a trickle of blood
flowed out of her mouth.

Commissioner Pokokuro
loosened her grip just a little.

“Captain,
I already told you,” Pokokuro said, her voice snide. “You’re the
only one surviving this—that, and your little pet, Gert. It’s not
like I’m taking everything away! You still have ten years to think
about what you’ve done!”

Jakari couldn’t breathe.
She knew the symptoms of suffocation all too well—first, a moment
of panic would overtake her, though that would pass. She had
several minutes still—but far more frightening was the feeling that
all of her blood was being squeezed from her midsection. Would her
organs rupture? She could feel the blood pooling in her tail. Her
flesh twisted in the pinched grip.

And then the popping
started in earnest, all of her ribs cracking in the vise grip of
the commissioner’s claw. She couldn’t even scream. She needed—she
needed to call for help. She needed someone to… she needed…
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t-39 days until Zero
Hour

 


Commander Jakari woke with a start. Even though over
three weeks had passed since that nightmare incident, her ribs
still ached. She told herself that that was why she woke up so
early—the pain meds clearly wore off. It was 0620, too late to go
back to sleep, though Ateri slept on, lying on his side with his
scarred back to her. She sighed, stroking his shoulder, but didn’t
want to wake him.

For a few moments longer,
she stared at the ceiling, but being alone with her thoughts… no,
there was more to be done. The Exit Plan was more important than
this painful ruminating. So, she got up and got started two hours
early, keeping her motions quiet so as not to disturb her mate.

For some reason, the mess
of the apartment had started to get to her over the last few days.
She had started picking up little things here and there, as each
bottle and box and old pair of boots bothered her in turn. They’d
let it go to pot after Sur’an’s death; ever since then, only the
enormous gel-mattress bed seemed to matter to Jakari and her mate.
They kept the bed pristine, with a ridiculously expensive silk
sheet covering the thing. Two slanted windows positioned over
it—false windows, as they were actually diffused light
panels—mimicked daylight in a meager facsimile of an early morning
sun. Soft soundproofing covered the walls, giving way to uncovered
corners of unpolished metal beneath the cloth hangings.

Jakari
had always had the misfortune of seeing inside her own head. The
room, with the paltry attempts to cover up the cage they lived in,
and the mess especially, it all seemed so dark. But she recognized this
reflexive pessimism for what it was—a tired brain playing tricks on
her.

She
closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and focused. There
was love here. She knew
it; she’d experienced it. Love was still here, waiting for her to
perceive it through the gloom.

Someday, she’d see it
again.

As the
time for the morning shift drew near, a soft knock came at the
door. Jakari perked her ears, glancing in Ateri’s direction, but he
was more than out of it and still didn’t stir. So Jakari answered
the front door—and was struck with another feeling of
déjà vu.

“Jakari!”
Buisha chirped.

Looking at Buisha was like
looking in a mirror, but one that transported Jakari back in time.
Buisha bore an uncanny resemblance to Jakari—her pelt was a little
whiter, she looked—and was—a lot younger, and her eyes were
blue-nearing-violet rather than amber. But her nose was almost
exactly the same color of pink, she stood the same height, with the
same thickness of hips and with an identical paw size—and she wore
an exact copy of Jakari’s necklace, including a false bead that
matched one of Ateri’s.

This was
unsurprising, as Buisha was one of Pokokuro’s Replacements. Jakari
still wasn’t certain of all the details, but… well, it was no
secret that from the start, the new commissioner had despised Ateri
and the rest of the White Flower
II. But since the commissioner had been
barred by the company from executing any of the geroo, she’d
hatched a plan to replace them with the best duplicates she could
find instead.

Fortunately, and thank all of the ancestors from last to
first, Ateri had stopped the commissioner. And then Gert—empathetic
as ever—rescued the geroo, now deemed the Replacements, from being
returned to Krakuntec. For better or worse, the White Flower II was now stuck with
them.

Initially, others—including
Ateri—had called Buisha “Not-Jakari,” but of course, Jakari
couldn’t call her that. It would have been weird and a little
creepy, and while that’s how Buisha had struck her at first… well,
the younger geroo had changed. Doctors had removed the “motivator”
from the base of Buisha’s brain, leaving only a stitched-up scar.
She never seemed quite certain that she was where she was. She was
looking at Jakari, but her gaze was also a thousand kilometers
away.

“Hush!”
Jakari put a finger to her muzzle. She immediately wrapped her paws
around Buisha. They embraced tightly, though Buisha was still
surprisingly mindful of Jakari’s sore ribs. “Ateri’s still
asleep.”

“Oh!”
Buisha lightly clamped her paws over her muzzle, then whispered
back conspiratorially, “Did he tell you?”

“Tell
me?”

Buisha stepped into the
apartment, treading lightly. “He asked me to come over and do some
cleaning. I was supposed to arrive about…” She paused, then tilted
her head. “Uh… what am I supposed to clean?”

“What do
you mean?” Jakari slowly closed the door. “The apartment’s been a
mess for ages. We haven’t had any time to…”

Jakari turned to the
apartment, and she, too, paused. It was almost like vertigo—if not
for Ateri, still asleep on the bed, she would not have guessed that
this was the same apartment she’d been living in for the last
thirty years.

The space was clean.

“Did you
do this?” Buisha asked.

“I was
just picking up… you know. A few things here and there. Just
something to keep my paws busy.…”

“Must
really want to keep your paws busy…” Buisha said. “Well, that makes
my job easier. Hey, is it okay if I cook you breakfast? I’ve been
practicing.”

“Of
course!” Jakari said. “Here, I didn’t get around to the
kitchen—lemme just get in there. Some of these dishes have been
sitting in the sink for months, and…”

No dishes sat in the
sink.

“Oh,
right…” Jakari said, scratching her chin. “I just did
that.”

“Jakari…”
Buisha said, putting a concerned paw on the commander’s shoulder.
“Are you feeling quite all right?”

“Yes, I
guess it’s just a little too early. I’ll help you cook.”

“Commander, it’s fine,” Buisha said flatly. “Sit
down.”

Jakari sat stiffly at the
dining table. Only two chairs stood at the very small table, though
at one time, they’d had three. The third chair was probably stuffed
in a closet somewhere. Maybe she should fish it out—not letting
Buisha sit with them would be rude. And she could at least organize
the closet a little in the meantime. Yes, cleaning up was so much
faster when two people were working.

“And relax!”
Buisha said. “You want some tea?”

“Please,”
Jakari said. “And put a kevvia stick in it, if we have
any.”

Buisha opened the cabinets
and started the kettle. “I don’t think you need any more
caffeine.”

“I
haven’t had any yet,” Jakari said.

Buisha
paused. “You haven’t had any yet actually, or did you have some and
you forgot?”

Her voice
growing loud at once, Jakari snapped, “I’m not forgetting anything!”

Buisha suddenly recoiled,
her ears falling as she pulled back into the kitchen corner.

Jakari
gasped. “I’m so sorry… I do not
know where that came from. You can skip the
kevvia.”

“No, no,
it’s okay.…” Buisha said, releasing a puff of breath and leaning
over the counter. “I’m sorry, that’s me. I’m still… twitchy. It
wasn’t really that long ago that Pokokuro did all those things to…
well, it’s best not to think about it, right? Just gotta move
on.”

“Yeah…”
Jakari said. She rose up to embrace Buisha, holding her tightly.
“Keep your mind on the good things. Nobody is going to hurt you
anymore. Repeat that.”

“Nobody’s
going to hurt me anymore.…” Buisha repeated.

Jakari
had been doing this a lot lately. She’d had to teach many of the
Replacements self-affirming statements as part of their
deprogramming. Jakari didn’t know what they had suffered as part of
Pokokuro’s brainwashing, but the experience certainly had to have
been sufficiently horrifying. And Jakari did not want to see
anyone—especially someone who looked just like her—suffer the way
Buisha had.

A moment later, Buisha was
over the incident, smiling cheerfully and sneaking a kiss onto
Jakari’s cheek. Jakari blushed.

“I’m
seeing double this morning,” Ateri said, leaning against the
kitchen doorway. Despite everything he’d been through in the last
two months, and despite having woken up only moments ago, Ateri
looked just as dashing as ever. Oh, he had those scars over his
missing eye and all over his back, but they never seemed to detract
much from his physique, which was far more muscular than any
sixty-year-old geroo had the right to be. His spade-shaped ears,
lovely; his muzzle, long and kissable; his thick tail, which Jakari
longed to nuzzle—and he wasn’t wearing his tail ring! In front of
company! How scandalous… and given how hard Buisha was blushing, of course she had
noticed.

Most geroo preferred some
thickness around the midsection, and Jakari was honestly no
different, but when a geroo was as perfectly chiseled as Ateri,
thickness hardly mattered, either. She could get her fill from that
pillowy chest of his.

Ateri’s ears spread in a
soft smile. “How are my favorite females doing?”

Buisha suppressed a
cub-like squeal, then leaped at Ateri, hugging him tightly. Just
the briefest pang of jealously struck Jakari, until Buisha released
Ateri and pulled Jakari close again into a three-way embrace. For a
moment, everything was very peaceful.

“Ateri!”
Buisha said. “Are we doing more combat training today?”

“That’s
the plan,” Ateri replied. “Jakari, did you clear space in the
warehouse for us?”

“Yeah, I
did it last night,” Jakari said. “We moved out one of the old
crates and are using the others to delineate training spaces.
Though speaking of training… do you mind if I sit in with you and
the Replacements?”

Ateri blinked. “Will your
chest be okay?”

“Oh, it’s
just a little sore now,” Jakari said. “Besides, I’m done with my
own training, so I’m not needed at this point, at least not until
Nesti’s done programming the virtual simulator.”

“Really?”
Ateri asked. “You don’t have anything else to do?”
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No matter how crude the plastic cut-out was, the
figure was clearly intended to be a ringel—the silhouette was based
off a photograph of Captain Sinon without his coat on. But one
shot—crack—and the plasma fire reduced the head of the
substitute ringel to a smoldering crater. And then crack, crack,
crack—the heads of three other cut-outs were gone.

Commander Jakari handed the
rifle back to the attendant. She turned to Ateri. “I’m already way
ahead on practice.” She left out the part about putting in extra
time after the range should have been struck.

Ateri whistled. “You know…
a female who can shoot is really sexy.”

“I hope
you’ve been practicing,” Jakari said. “You’re much more likely to
get into direct combat than I am.”

“I am, I
am,” Ateri promised. “But the eye limits how proficient I can get.
Besides, I still think paw-to-paw combat is going to be more
important than Captain Tesko estimates.”

At the
other end of the warehouse, behind a wall that provided
some protection from the
noise, Jakari had created a field of soft mats wide enough to
accommodate fifty-one geroo. The Replacements stood in
rows—chattering with each other, but mostly staying in formation.
They were less disciplined than Ateri would have preferred, but
their attention never broke so much that they lost focus
altogether. Jakari took a seat on a makeshift bench.

“Dorask,
you first,” Ateri said, gesturing to Not-Tesko. This geroo looked
the least like his counterpart—first, he was male, and second,
while he was very short, he was still significantly taller than the
current captain, who herself only came up to Ateri’s hips. Also,
unlike Captain Tesko, he did not need to wear
spectacles.

Not for the first time,
Jakari wondered how Pokokuro had expected to get away with these
bad copies. Not all of the crew and their counterparts looked as
alike as she and Buisha did. Not-Drelis had nowhere near a similar
shade of red to the subcommander’s coat. Not-To’onai was a little
too scruffy and a little too lumpy around the cheekbones.
Not-En-den-to’s long ears weren’t even the same shape as the
lieutenant’s short, round ones. And the only thing Not-Nesti had in
common with her counterpart was that they were both tall and
pale-furred. Pokokuro had obviously been banking on krakun apathy
toward individual slaves to keep anyone in the company from digging
too deeply into her violation of the rules. But at the very least,
had Tesko been replaced, even an apathetic krakun looking only at a
crew dossier could see that she had mysteriously switched
genitals.

Or perhaps not. Perhaps it
was just wishful thinking on Jakari’s part that Pokokuro would
never have been able to get away with this, when all signs
indicated that she nearly had.

Dorask approached the ring
marked on the mats, stepping into it and spacing himself from
Ateri. The small, gray geroo was shaking, and he swallowed
nervously. “Uh… is this really a good idea, Captain?”

Although Ateri had ceased
to serve as captain following the mutiny, the conditioning Pokokuro
put the Replacements through had involved hammering in the idea
that Ateri was their captain. Even after weeks of deprogramming, it
was a hard habit to break.

“You’re
the smallest geroo here,” Ateri said. “If you can do this, then
anyone can.”

From the sidelines, the
others began cheering Dorask on. Jakari found herself caught up in
it too, as if they were really just playing for sport, rather than
preparing to fight for their lives. The Replacements were all so
unusually supportive of one another, perhaps as a function of the
need to find a new family so quickly—or maybe it was just another
side effect of the deprogramming. In either case, they were giving
Dorask the usual shouts of “You can do it!” “Go get ‘em!” and “I
believe in you!”

“Kick
Ateri in his stupid tailhole!” Buisha shouted.

“Buisha!”
Ateri snapped.

She giggled. “Love
you!”

He grinned in Buisha’s
direction, and that unnecessary twinge of jealousy struck Jakari
again. She did her best to tamp it down—there wasn’t anything to be
jealous of! They both liked Buisha a lot. But something lurked on
the edge of Jakari’s thoughts, something that demanded…

No, stop thinking about
it. We have work to do. Pay attention to the lesson.

Spreading his legs apart in
the usual prepared stance, Ateri asked again, “Dorask, you
ready?”

Dorask attempted to match
Ateri’s stance. “No.”

“Too
bad!” Ateri shouted, then lunged for the Replacement. Dorask
squeaked, and planting his tail firmly on the mat, he brought his
booted hind paws up, then snapped them forward, kicking Ateri in
the abdomen. It did nothing—even at his age, Ateri’s stomach
muscles were a brick wall. The former captain’s momentum carried
him forward, and he tackled Dorask. Both collapsed onto the soft
mat.

“Aww…”
Jakari sighed. The crowd’s disappointment was palpable. But when
Dorask stood and shook off the dust, the spectators turned back to
encouragement. “You can do this!”

“I’m
sorry, I’m sorry…” Dorask said, backing away as he tried to right
his fighting stance again.

“Don’t
apologize,” Ateri said, getting up and preparing himself again as
well. “Remember, it’s not a kick. You’re planting your boots on my
center of mass, and redirecting it.”

“Yeah,
yeah, I got it!” Dorask said, bouncing on his heels. “Charge me
again, I’ll get it this time!”

Ateri obliged. He leapt
into the air, his angle of attack higher, which he figured would
surprise Dorask into assuming the incorrect form again. But this
time, Dorask’s ears fell back into seriousness, and he snapped his
legs out at the correct time. The move was enough to roll with
Ateri, sweeping his whole mass aside. Ateri collapsed, and Dorask
stumbled to regain his footing—but Ateri had not landed on him.

Dorask perked his ears. The
Replacements all cheered and swarmed the ring, touching paws with
him and helping Ateri back up. Buisha squeezed Ateri tight, and
they all hollered as if it were time to celebrate.

“Okay,
enough!” Ateri said. “His form was bad.”

The crowd booed Ateri. But
it was hardly malicious; several of the closer geroo playfully
jabbed his side.

“I’m just
saying!” Ateri announced. “All it takes to improve is practice.
You’ve seen it done, so now everyone spread out and pick a partner.
Give yourselves at least two meters on either side, more if you
can. And when you charge, don’t hold
back. If you work together on this, you’re
not sparring, you’re just practicing a tumbling act.”

“Sir, yes
sir!” the crowd cheered.

“You
know,” Jakari said, standing and approaching Ateri, “Tesko would
have a fit if she knew you were still playing captain. She might
think you were trying to get your old job back.”

“What can
I say?” Ateri shrugged. “The Replacements listen to me. I think
Captain Tesko would be remiss not to have another fifty geroo on
her side.”

Buisha pulled Jakari away
to use as a sparring partner. Most of the Replacements didn’t take
the training that seriously, at least not yet—they might have taken
Ateri’s direction of a “tumbling act” too literally.

Buisha
backed up. Then, before Jakari was even ready, Buisha sprang for
her, just as Ateri had done to Dorask. Jakari started, and in
surprise, reared up onto her back legs and kicked. Instead of
deflecting Buisha, though, Jakari ended up launching her several
meters away. Buisha landed on her back with a loud
oof.

“Buisha!”
Jakari exclaimed. “I’m sorry! I didn’t know you were…”

“Oh, it’s
fine…” Buisha said, getting up and smoothing her fur back down. “I
figured you were gonna kick, because, you know… your
chest.”

“My chest
is fine,” Jakari said, her voice rising a bit. “There’s nothing
wrong.”

“Jakari,
weren’t all of your ribs…”

“There’s nothing
wrong,” Jakari repeated firmly. “Now,
get ready.”

Buisha hurriedly assumed
the stance, and Jakari pounced. Buisha leaned back on her tail and
brought up her paws. She was very cautious, ready to passively
apply pressure and let Jakari’s momentum dominate the movement. She
even kept her legs low, directing most of the force into Jakari’s
abdomen, rather than her chest.

But even
so… the moment Buisha’s paws touched Jakari’s ribs with more than
gentle force, they instantly started to burn.

Jakari was thrown onto her
back. Unbidden, the image of the commissioner’s claw clutching her
came back. Instantly, Jakari rolled to a sitting position, wrapping
her arms around herself tightly.

“Jakari!”
Ateri called out, suddenly rushing toward the two.

For a moment, among the
commotion, the room only half-noticed something was wrong. Minor
bruising from scuffling, shouting, that was all part of the
training regimen, but some started pausing their workout. Heads
turned in concern.

Buisha gasped. “Jakari, I’m
so sorry—”

“Can’t
you apply pressure like you’re supposed to and not kick me in the
damn chest!” Jakari snapped.

In a panic, Buisha backed
into Ateri, who grabbed her and held on. At that point, the rest of
the Replacements took full notice, suddenly standing straight and
murmuring concerns to one another. Practice ground to a halt.

Jakari blinked, taking
several deep breaths. Buisha was whimpering.

“… I
don’t know why I said that.…” Jakari added, staring blankly
ahead.

“Jakari…”
Ateri said. “Maybe… you need to take a break.”

“I
can’t,” Jakari said, standing. She winced again, nearly doubling
over, but after a moment, the pain finally subsided. “There’s still
too much to do… Buisha, I’m…”

“It’s
okay, it’s okay,” Buisha said, covering Jakari’s muzzle with
kisses. Of course, if anything, their positions should have been
reversed.

“I’m
serious, Jakari,” Ateri said. “You’re not needed at every moment.
Everything’s going according to plan so far. Let’s… talk with Tesko
and see if we can meet her for lunch.”

Jakari took several deep
breaths, then nodded.

Ateri turned back briefly
to the worried and curious ears of the Replacements. “The commander
is fine, everyone. Just a little bruising. Back to practice—you’re
all doing great. Talk to Buisha if you have any more
questions.”


 Chapter 3: Classified
Data

Gert was not built for desk work.
He was big and broad-shouldered, and in many ways, he preferred
physical activity to his actual job of running internal
communications aboard the White Flower
II. He had to get his eyes away from the
small screen, and turned, looking up toward the top of the empty
bridge. The red captain’s chair sat empty.

As though pulled by a
spirit, Gert walked around the chair, placing his paws reverently
on its corners. At one point in his life, he’d coveted the
position—maybe not because he was ready, but he had thought he
was.

Gert sank into the seat,
his tail swishing behind him as he leaned back and looked out the
viewscreen at the vast emptiness of space, which overlooked the
slim, yellow sliver of C-18-3. He imagined the bridge filled with
geroo, all hard at work, all preparing for their final mission. The
thought made his heart ache.

Captain
Gert. The geroo who saved the White Flower
II.

Gert sighed, letting his
head fall back against the headrest, and closed his eyes.

Then, suddenly, the main
viewscreen flashed white, text overlaying the field of stars,
accompanied by a high-pitched noise: HIGH PRIORITY COMMUNICATION,
ENCRYPTED, DIRECT FROM PLANETARY ACQUISITIONS. Gert panicked,
searching the myriad buttons on the arms of the captain’s seat for
a solid ten seconds before finally finding the button that accepted
the call—it was blinking red. Gert had never before seen the krakun
who filled his entire view.

“Captain…” The black-and-green krakun squinted at the screen,
then checked his notes somewhere off the boundaries. “…
Gert?”

“Oh.”
Gert remembered he was sitting in the captain’s chair. His fingers
clutched the armrests more tightly—did Planetary Acquisitions have
a signal that told them when the captain’s chair was occupied? It
was probably just a coincidence. “Uh, you must have an outdated
info packet. I never accepted the position. Tesko is the captain
now.”

“What…
Tesko?” The krakun spoke wearily and blinked slowly. Were those
bags under his eyes? Did krakun get bags under their eyes, or was
that just normal wrinkling? The lizard squinted at something
off-screen. “The science officer? When?”

“Uh,
nearly a month ago now,” Gert said. “Captain Ateri announced he was
too old to continue as captain and—”

“Yes,
yes, whatever.” The krakun began to yawn, then, in alarm, shook
himself, blinking several times. “What are you doing in the
captain’s chair, then?”

Gert’s ears burned.
“Nothing. You know. Just… thinking.”

The krakun huffed wearily.
“If you’re still the communications officer, then you have the
authority to accept this message anyway. I’m Mazzakant with
Communications Monitoring, and I’ve received several concerning
reports over the last few days…”

Gert’s
hackles rose at once, and his posture stiffened.
Oh ancestors, what did they find? Do they know?
Did they figure it out? Keeping a
ship-wide conspiracy a secret was the most nerve-wracking part of
the job. How had Ateri managed to make it to sixty without
suffering a heart attack?

“U-uh,”
Gert stumbled over his response. “Isn’t… Commissioner Pokokuro
supposed to deliver these reports in person?”

“Normally, yes, but for some reason the commissioner keeps
requesting deferral…” He checked his notes again. “… Four times
already.” To himself, he mumbled, “How does she keep getting
approval?” Then Mazzakant shook his head and addressed Gert again.
“Well, in her absence, these reports have to be delivered via
encrypted communication.”

“O-of
course,” Gert said, trying to keep the anxiety off his ears. He
felt fortunate that the krakun couldn’t smell his anxious scent and
might not recognize it even if he could.

“Keep in
mind, this is not a formal inquiry.”

“Oh.”
Gert smiled in relief. “Well, that’s—”

“You will
know when it’s a formal inquiry.”
Mazzakant grinned. “Your answers here will determine how soon and
to what degree that happens.”

Gert swallowed. The
questions could be about anything—pictures of the weapons they had
purchased from the Geordian Guard? Their too-close monitoring of
the terraformer’s build?

Ancestors help me, did
someone accidentally reveal that the planetary survey data was
falsified?!

“So: The captain and four high-ranking
officers— I suppose Ateri is not one anymore, but he is
included—recently all downloaded a number of related books off the
network. Sarmesi’s Field Guide to
Battle, Orbital Defense and Tactics, Primer on The Discipline of
Soldiers, War As It Is Practiced, The Art of Grand
Strategy… Given the nature of the flag,
this suggests the officers are preparing for, or expecting,
a large-scale fight. Do you or the rest of the staff have any
comments?”

Mazzakant
phrased it as if it were a casual question, but his tone was much
closer to a “How do you
plead?”

Gert shook his head and
refocused his thoughts. He had been given a prepared excuse for all
of this, and he forced himself to relax. “Y-yes, well, we can’t be
too careful. The captain thought that, in case the unthinkable
should occur, we can’t rely entirely on the Geordian Guard to
handle our issues for us. We’re bolstering our own security by
becoming familiar with potential types of attacks and points of
failure on this ship.”

Gert
drummed his fingers on the arm of the chair. Mazzakant’s expression
remained flat, so Gert decided to improvise. “Pirate attacks are
always a possibility, especially here, overseeing the terraformation of Krakuntec
XII. I thought you would be happy to see us take a more proactive
role.”

“Proactivity is a red flag,” Mazzakant stated.

Gert swiped a paw over his
face. “How is that a red flag!”

“Look…
enthusiasm is not a part of the job description. You are not
expected to take on duties above and beyond your station. It’s a
sign that you’re planning something.”

Gert shook his head
fervently. He stood and marched all the way down the ramp and up to
the big screen, as though getting closer to the screen would make
him appear any bigger to the krakun. It probably didn’t.

“Maybe you don’t expect us to have
enthusiasm for defending company property, but I
do have enthusiasm for
my friends and family. They’re all I
have. I don’t want to see anyone I love
die in a preventable incident due to a lack of
preparation.”

“I don’t
see how that’s a convincing argument,” the krakun said.

“Sir…”
Gert searched for words more convincing to a krakun mind. “It’s
saving you money.”

Mazzakant seemed to raise
an eyeridge—though the close angle made it hard to tell for
certain. “Oh?”

“Maybe
this is just my opinion, sir, but we’re in a very important
situation, one the company cannot ignore. If we die due to a pirate
attack, you will have to replace us, correct?”

“Yes…”

“The normal procedure is to just let us
repopulate the ship, but you don’t have time for that,” Gert went
on, warming to his argument. “You’d have to transfer in a new crew.
Train them. Wait for them to learn how to work together again. And
that takes time.” He waved his paw behind him as if to indicate
something just out of frame. “Hells, you’re building the
terraformer in only three months. It’s clear the company doesn’t
wish to wait any
longer than it has to. So our defense
is in your interest,” he
finished. “We don’t wish to die, and you don’t want to waste
precious years training a new crew.”

Mazzakant considered this
for a moment. He clucked his tri-tip tongue. “… There’s still the
matter of potential weaponry…”

“Ancestors forbid it!” Gert said. “We can defend ourselves
with kitchen knives if it comes to it. Besides, the books in
question were already censored, weren’t they? It’s all just tactics
and descriptions of hypothetical battles. Nothing remains in them
that could teach us how to make weapons.”

Mazzakant glared. He stared
at the geroo for a very long time, Gert growing increasingly
nervous all the while. Finally, after a long study of Gert standing
there anxiously, the krakun said, almost curiously, “Noted.”

Relief washed down Gert’s
spine. He tried not to let the grin of satisfaction show on his
ears.

Mazzakant yawned fully this
time. Then his computer buzzed at him. “Oh, give me a break!” he
complained to something off-screen. “I’ve been up for twenty hours.
You can’t…” He stopped himself abruptly and sighed, addressing Gert
again. “The report will be added to your commissioner’s agenda
tomorrow.”

Gert’s pleased expression
dropped, and his neck fur stiffened. “… Tomorrow?”

“Yes, Pokokuro was finally was able to
schedule her return—along with the science vessel
Double Wing, which will
be hosting her. She is required to be there in person and oversee
the operation until the test firing in thirty-nine days. Has she
not contacted you with the new agenda?”

“Not
that I’m aware of.…” Gert swallowed. His heart beat faster. “… I’ll
need to speak to the captain about this.”

“She will be informed momentarily,” the
krakun said, firmly flexing his jaw as he suppressed another yawn.
“We will need the captain’s
statement on the matter, after all.
Out.”

Mazzakant’s image
disappeared. Gert stared at his own reflection in the enormous,
blank screen, seeing the glinting, gold earring alongside his face.
He sank at the sight of it. How unsuitable for a captain.

He clenched his fists and
took in a lungful of air, steeling his resolve. Turning and
marching off the bridge once more, he hastily pulled his strand
from his armband and tapped Tesko’s icon.

“Momentarily” was not soon enough.


 Chapter 4: Company of
Friends

Holographic birds flitted through the lush greenery
of Top Side, and an artificial stream of water trickled nearby, but
the four geroo were otherwise alone at the dining table. Captain
Tesko had had a spread laid out before them—a sampler feast from
the best restaurant on the ship, located just on the other side of
the park. Her strand, which was playing soft music, lay face-down
on the table. Ateri did his best to keep Jakari engaged, but
something was still nagging her. At the very least, he held her
close at his side, placing his arm around her waist since her chest
was sore again.

The four
of them had started talking about their hopes for the future. Ateri
didn’t recall how they’d gotten on the topic—the way Tesko had been
lately, he hadn’t been certain he’d get two words out of her. But
after a little friendly chatting, a few smiles, a few jokes, they’d
realized that maybe they were
still friends somewhere deep down.

“Endy
and I want to try for one more cub,” Tesko said. Next to her, her
mate, En-den-to, nodded.

“Bii is
like my own cub, of course,” En-den-to said—referring to Tesko’s
son with Nainta, her deceased mate.

“Of
course! And Denali is such a sweet, young geroo,” Tesko added,
including En-den-to’s own son.

En-den-to nodded eagerly.
“But we would like to experience parenthood from the beginning—with
each other this time. And, ancestors willing, with less
heartbreak.”

“The
doctor says I still have about a two-year window left,” Tesko
continued, “so hopefully he’s not wrong, and I’m in the clear once
we have an opportunity… oh, probably six months from
now.”

“There’s
always surrogacy,” Ateri said.

“Oh,
yes!” Jakari brightened. “Ateri and I have been thinking about that
for a while. Apparently geroo can pouch cubs until they’re nearly
seventy! In Gerootec days it was sometimes necessary for
grandmothers to raise the cubs of their children. May need the
right hormone cocktail to start, but the literature says cubs
raised that way are perfectly healthy.”

Despite her brightening, a
twinge of pain showed on Jakari’s ears. Ateri was already fully
briefed on his mate’s own mixed feelings on the subject, but true
elation was there, too. Even if they did have to compromise, the
compromise was pretty good, all told.

Tesko chewed on her
fingertips. “I don’t know… pouching someone else’s cub? I always
hear that’s a recipe for jealousy.”

“Well,
it shouldn’t be,” Jakari countered. “So long as you trust your
surrogate.”

“Well,
of course you would,” Tesko yarped. “You already have one picked
out!”

“They
do?” En-den-to asked. “Who are we talking about?”

“Oh!”
Tesko started. She looked to Ateri, and drummed her fingers on the
table. “Um… I probably shouldn’t…”

Ateri blushed. “It’s okay,
Tesko. If you trust En-den-to, I trust him. And besides, it’s not
really something I wish to keep a secret forever. I’m tired of
secrets.” He hadn’t actually spoken about it to anyone except
Jakari and the other Replacements. But Tesko… she was a very
perceptive geroo. No use trying to keep anything secret from her,
especially given that Ateri had trusted her enough to name her
captain after he’d been forced to step down.

En-den-to perked his ears
inquisitively. “I’m not one to gossip if that’s a concern…”

Tesko turned to him.
“Buisha—you remember her. Not-Jakari?”

Her mate nodded. “She
agreed to be your surrogate?”

“A
little more than that…” Ateri admitted.

Tesko
lowered her voice. “She has a major
crush on our former captain here. And I think
it’s just a little requited…”

“Don’t
leave Jakari out of this!” Ateri protested. Jakari
giggled.

En-den-to blinked, blushing
as well as he rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly. “Oh! So you…
you’re okay with that? I mean… being not strictly monogamous?”

“It’s
not hard to understand!” Jakari said. “Buisha’s very sweet, and
Ateri…” She curled her knuckles a bit. “… deserves her. And I
suppose I do, too! It’s just a bit of fun, you know?”

Tesko adjusted her
spectacles. “The only thing I’m wondering is… it’s only been three
weeks. You trust her that deeply after three weeks?”

“That’s
about how long you and En-den-to dated,” Ateri said.

“Yeah, but Endy and I had that whole
traumatic experience together,” the captain said. Ateri only knew
about the specifics listed in the report following Tesko and
En-den-to’s escape from captivity on the geordian ship,
the Mon Sapphire. But the way the captain and lieutenant clung to each other
afterward told him more than enough about the incident’s emotional
toll.

Tesko paused as she
considered her words. “… You know, it’s kind of stupid in that
way.”

“Are you
having second thoughts?” En-den-to asked—clearly meaning it as a
joke, but the tension in his voice revealed real worry.

“Of
course not!” Tesko said, squeezing his paw and sipping from her
bottle of non-alcoholic tizabo juice. “I guess plenty of geroo need
only so long before they choose to pairbond, but Nainta and I dated
for five months before we became mates.”

“She’s not a mate,” Ateri insisted. “She’s…
a friend.”

Ateri
would have liked a better word for their relationship. “Surrogate”
was dismissive. “Mistress” was too formal, too scandalous. Not to mention that he
and Buisha hadn’t even gotten physical.… Ateri was waiting for the
Exit Plan to conclude first.

“And besides…” Jakari said, “once you share
a traumatic experience… well, you kinda know how a geroo
really is on the inside. Mostly, anyway.”

“I guess
you did have that experience,” Tesko sighed. “But you’d know more
than anyone. Trauma affects people, it makes them do weird
things.”

“Tess…”
En-den-to intoned nervously. Undoubtedly, he was still worried that
Tesko was holding the whole “attempted to abduct the captain,
twice” incident against him—especially given that, at the time, she
had just become the captain.

“It’s okay, Endy!” Tesko said. “I know… I
know you had some problems, we both did. But we got through that,
too.”

Jakari, however, stiffened
in Ateri’s paw. He squeezed her tighter, but it didn’t seem to
help—Jakari’s fingers were twitching, and she started pulling
herself a plate of more curried vegetables.

“I just get so anxious about what I did
then….” En-den-to sighed. He was still wrapped in bandages from his
experience of explosive decompression, and his eyes were still
somewhat bloodshot. But after everything the lieutenant had been
through, he was used to being in and out of the medical bay. “I
mean… I almost died
because I was an idiot.”

“And a
hero,” Tesko reminded him. “Hon, please. You’re everything to me.” She kissed his
fingers pointedly and rubbed against him. “You’re
everything.”

En-den-to smiled brightly.
“And you don’t think that’s a little codependent?”

“What is pairbonding if not a mad fit of
codependency!” Tesko exclaimed. “I… I really don’t know what
I’d do if
you died in space.”

“You’d
get through it,” En-den-to said, kissing her paws in return.
“You’re stronger than you know.”

“Maybe.
But I’d still be lesser without you. I just hope you don’t take
risks like that anymore.”

“I think
we’ll have to wait a month before we can make that
promise.…”

Jakari
stiffened further, mostly whenever En-den-to or the captain
mentioned trauma.
Ateri kissed her on the cheek, and at that, she calmed, taking a
deep breath and relaxing. Ateri hoped she wasn’t holding anything
inside—but he didn’t know how to talk to her about it when she
insisted everything was fine. A lot of stress was going around, and
Jakari was pushing herself hard, but it wasn’t as if her
temperament had changed.

“I’m
sorry,” she whispered. “I guess I’m still trying to get over what
happened myself. Can we change the subject?”

“Okay,”
Tesko said, putting up her paws. “I admit, three weeks for
Buisha—total stranger—to get to know you and penetrate your secret
inner circle is short, but I guess it’s not unthinkable. I could
just be in denial, or jealous, or…” Tesko paused, her ears suddenly
turning beet red.

“Tess!”
En-den-to exclaimed. “Are you sure you’re not drinking?”

Jakari
grinned, leaning forward. “What’s that, Captain?
Jealous of our choice of
surrogate?”

“Oh… oh, grandfather…” It was Tesko’s turn
to suddenly sprout anxiety. “That did not come out right.”

“You did make several passes at me when
you were twenty or so,” Ateri said. “At least once a month, if I
recall.”

“I was
practically a cub!” Tesko exclaimed. “But I’m just saying, if three
weeks is all it takes, Ateri and I passed that threshold ages
ago!”

The table burst out
laughing. The lieutenant tried to hide his embarrassment, only to
be caught up in the infectious yarps.

“Oh, I
didn’t mean to put you on the spot…” Tesko rubbed En-den-to’s
paw.

“No, no, it’s fine!” En-den-to said. He
pulled the captain up into his lap and kissed her repeatedly
between the ears, then nuzzled her so their cheeks squished against
each other. “I know you’ve got an open heart, Tess—I knew that when
I realized I wanted to be with you. So, if you
want to…”

“I’m—I’m not saying I’m gonna sleep with
Ateri!” Tesko stuttered. “Ancestors, that’d be
complicated at this
point. Too much has happened between us. No offense,
sir.”

“You
don’t call me sir anymore,” Ateri said.

“Force of habit,” Tesko sighed. “It’s just…
I am jealous. Not just of Buisha, but of you. I know you haven’t
had a charmed life, none of us have. But I’ve seen you with the
Replacements, and I think… I still
think of you as captain. You’re huge, you’re
skilled, you’re so sure of
yourself. If you lived another sixty years
you’d still be in
your prime the whole way. And the way you talk to them…”

“Is the
way I should have been treating you all along,” Ateri said. “I
know, Tess. I guess I’m trying to make up for my sins.”

“It’s
working
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