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  Foreword


  I got the idea for this collection while listening to an episode of “This American Life”. They presented ten segments in the episode, one about each of the ten commandments. I had been thinking about an adult anthology of stories earlier in the week, and the two things just clicked. After all, what’s a better premise for a story conflict than the breaking of laws? And everyone in this country can probably recite at least four or five of them, if not all ten.


  The list of commandments we used may not be exactly the same as the one you’re familiar with. We looked at several variations, and settled on the one that offered the most diverse story possibilities. In this one, coveting your neighbor’s wife is lumped in with coveting his property; having no other God is separate from having no graven images.


  I contacted nine other authors with whose work I was familiar, and I’m delighted that every one enthusiastically agreed to participate. I had a great time working with all of them, and to be honest, they needed very little in the way of editing. The quality of their submissions speaks for itself, and I want to thank each and every one of them for the work they put into this anthology.


  Similarly, the artists who worked on the stories showed great enthusiasm and talent, and have come up with some amazing pictures. They also deserve recognition for the work they put in, sometimes under tight deadlines. Many thanks, from me and from the rest of the authors.


  My hope is that you read this collection and discover a new author, or a new artist, or two or three. Check the end of the book for more information about where to find more from our authors and artists, and keep an eye out for their future projects. From the authors, artists, and publishers, thank you, the reader, for buying this book and making collections and projects like this possible.


  Now, dare I say it? Thou Shalt Read And Enjoy.


  


  —Kyell Gold, July 2009
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  I Am The Lord Thy God, Thou Shalt Have No Other Gods Before Me


  The young man’s papers claimed him to be seventeen, and by the look of him you wouldn’t question it. A dog, with his ears cropped and tall, street-style, and a baleful depth to his eyes. His ragged clothes were faded and torn and soaked right through, but the tight, hardened young body beneath spoke of ample body heat, and the cracked leather jacket was likely just a costume to seem even tougher, and a convenient place to slip the wallets and watches he stole so deftly.


  Flicking through the pages of the file splayed on my desk, ignoring the simmering hostility from the fiery dog across from me, I let a little time pass, and then a little more. This runt had been in and out of orphanages, foster families and police stations for all of the eight years recorded in this spotty phonebook of a file; a lad like that wouldn’t be cowed by the passive intimidation of a priest like myself. Still, I let the time pass.


  The police officer who’d muscled the troubled youth into my office in the first place was actually the first to break a sweat. “Uh, Father Argyle,” the bear drawled awkwardly, fiddling with the helmet he’d so respectfully doffed when they’d walked into the office. “I ought to get back to the office. Social worker’s gonna come ’round tomorrow with the rest of the paperwork, and, you know, that’ll be that…” He trailed off, standing aimless and useless like a green recruit awaiting dismissal.


  A grin tugged at the corners of the young dog’s lips as I left the officer to shuffle for a minute longer, but when I made eye contact with him, there was no humor in his eyes, none of the sly wickedness the rest of his facial showed. He was playing me, and doing a fine job of it. Someone with a more optimistic disposition, seeing that cheeky grin, might think they were breaking through his shell and beginning to bond at the expense of a bumbling coppers nerves.


  “Give Patrick my regards,” I said without looking at the officer. “And tell him he owes me a favor for taking this scamp off the Yard’s hands.”


  The officer put his helmet back on and nodded firmly, almost a bow. “Certainly, sir. Is there anything you’d like me to take back to Sergeant Ma—”


  “That’ll be all, thank you.” There was something about this young man, something profoundly… veiled, one might say. His false smirk had faded by the time the bear closed the door behind him, and we were gazing into each other’s eyes with all the patience of courting lovers and all the tension of an unexploded hand-grenade.


  “So. Is it true what they say ’bout you gents? Trouble keeping y’selves celibate when there’s a young buck around, that sorta thing?” An arrogant leer, and the creak of leather as he tilted his chair back to balance casually and perfectly on its rear legs. “Last bloke who tried that one on me wound up singin’ falsetto when I was done with him.”


  “Perhaps I ought to call Officer Cromwell back to have that added to your file.” I stood up, though my knees ached and last night’s turnip stew was not sitting well in my stomach. “You’ve been remanded to our care in lieu of imprisonment due to the tenuous circumstances of your apprehension and the fact that you’re teetering on the edge of emancipation. This is not the first or last time we offered to lighten the burden of the local constabulary by taking on a troubled case, but let me make something clear to you, boy” I strode around the desk, and hoped I hid my satisfied smirk as well as he hid his urge to track me with his gaze. “You will conduct yourself in an orderly fashion, or we’ll keep you in our care just long enough for you to turn eighteen, and the punishment for your transgressions will be more substantial than the slap on the wrist you’re getting away with now. Do we understand one another?”


  “I’m not seventeen,” he said in a smooth baritone, and I’m ashamed to admit I blinked first, showing some surprise before I regained my composure. “And my name isn’t Deacon McCall. But I think it’d be best for both of us if we both pretend that I am, and it is. Deacon McCall will, as you say, legally emancipate in a few months, and you can be rid of me. Deal?”


  Heading back around the desk, I turned toward the window behind my chair. As a clergyman, one is taught to be sensitive to the souls of fellow sinners, the art of which, once acquired, is practically akin to basic psychiatry. I tried to call on that training to assess my opinion of him, not-Deacon McCall, as my usually canny instincts weren’t leading me anywhere useful. In all likelihood the young dog had a number of other aliases, each with their own criminal and social services record, each as thick as the bundle on my desk. He was intelligent, manipulative and patient, utterly unafraid of calculated risks. And thoroughly, catastrophically arrogant.


  Don’t misunderstand me when I tell you I didn’t quite know how I felt about the lad. Whether the scuttlebutt about the uncouth tastes of Catholic clergy was valid or slanderous, that had nothing to do with the confusion I felt in his presence. “You have no intention of staying here until then,” I said softly, to mask any lingering emotion in my voice, as I gazed out the window at the courtyard. Brother Marin was raking the herb garden below, completely oblivious to the rain that turned the soil into quicksand, soaking into his brown robes.


  “I see we understand each other, Father Argyle.”


  ***


  Within a few days of his arrival, the weather cleared and revealed the crisp splendor of English spring. Situated as it is in the languid plateau of Dorset, every window in the priory offers a magnificent view. The coast of the Channel to the south, often shrouded from view by fog, and if not, a terminally drab grey desert, now sparkles with such a vivid azure one could be forgiven for imagining himself on the beaches Algarve. The priory itself looks positively Mediterranean in this light, its aged red bricks showing a terra-cotta iridescence, lending subtle, warm tints to everyone’s clothes and pelts. And all around, modest but colorful flowers compete with thick carpets of lush green grass in vying for the love of a sinner’s eye.


  The true gem is of course the priory’s walled courtyard. We are blessed to have an otter among our number, since none of the early spring’s drizzling misery could deter the oily-pelted Brother Marin from tending to the patch of herbs for which he takes responsibility and, always striving to give the right example, he’s wont to linger in the courtyard after his daily duties to do a quick bit of weeding in the fruit and vegetable patches that fall under others’ auspices. To praise him in public would only offend his modesty, so none of the brothers ever mention to him our private joke that God and Brother Marin alone sustained the beauty of the courtyard, and that we have our doubts about God.


  We’ve had troubled young lads like ‘Deacon McCall’ under our care before, often as a courtesy to the local constabulary in ‘cases of inconvenience’, as they were known. We’ve also had a few eager young pilgrims from abroad, so seeing a solitary outsider in our midst should have been no special interruption to our daily business. Deacon is different, though, even in the first week of his stay with us, and as I take my evening constitutional on the path toward the coast, the magnificence of spring is lost on me, vexed as I am.


  The original priory had been built to withstand a small siege, and while it had never suffered one, each renovation or rebuilding over the centuries had maintained that heritage. When we took in a troublemaker, they would be assigned a room with a lockable door, whose barred window looked out over the courtyard, from which it was almost impossible to climb to the roof, and certainly it would be suicide to climb down from there on the outside. Abandoned monasteries had often been repurposed as prisons, and ours would have done well.


  Being that he’s a hardy, resourceful young villain, I have my doubts that even those measures and the brethren’s vigilance would be enough to keep Deacon from fleeing, but so far he hasn’t yet tried. I’m certain he keeps an eye open for opportunities, as he showed great interest in participating in as many of the different duties in the priory as he could. In the month he’s been here, he’s seen more of the priory and the functions than even the most eager pilgrim.


  He’s made plenty of transgressions, of course, blasphemy and vulgarity being the most common, and he has frequently been found wandering where he was told not to. Once, he was seen uprooting some members of Brother Marin’s little flock of herbs and, when confronted, confessed quite readily, taking the punishment of dish-washing duty in stride. Brother Trevor later told me he’d suffered a painful pang of his arthritis and had asked Deacon to make him a cup of tea. I suspected the young dog had taken the liberty of helping himself to some feverfew from the herb garden to mix with the Darjeeling tea.


  This is what consumes my mind, as I wander the familiar fields, what blinds me to the lavender sunset, deafens me to the faint sound of waves from the sea. When he swears, or uses the Lord’s name in vain, he takes the disciplining chores or even the whack of a cane in good spirit, easily and smoothly ingratiating himself even in the coldest hearts of our community. His theft of the herbs seemed indeed to ease Brother Trevor’s pain immensely, and Deacon had showed great piety in protecting the privacy of old monk’s ailments through his silence on the matter.


  As closely (yet discretely) as I study his behavior, one unsubstantiated, intuitive conclusion always comes to mind.


  He is testing us.


  ***


  With summer now fully upon us, the mystery of Deacon McCall is so constant that I often forget the circumstances under which he came to be a part of the priory. And he is very much a part of it. His room is perpetually tidy, he’s punctual for his duties, all of which combined with the advanced age of most of the brothers makes it easy to forget why precisely he was brought to us.


  While the view of the courtyard is best from my office, the library offers more light, and I’ve often found that having warm sunlight at one’s back does wonders for eloquence and penmanship when writing letters. I’d neglected to mention young Deacon’s arrival in my last missive to the Bishop, and only now, after penning two full pages of my latest report, do I even remember that he bears mentioning.


  I catch a glimpse of him in the courtyard below, accompanying the young fox that brought this week’s groceries on a stroll across the courtyard. A pretty young thing, this lad, clearly destined for delicate craft rather than the crude and hardy labours to which most locals find themselves drawn. The fox offered to bring some letters to the post-office, and since I had yet to finish mine, young Deacon in turn offered to give the fox a tour of the priory while I finished my correspondences.


  There is something about the way the pair walk through the courtyard that stirs me from my idle concentration. Standing from the desk, I lumber toward the tall window overlooking the courtyard and study them more closely. Perhaps Deacon is merely being friendly, laying an arm across the younger fox’s shoulders. Perhaps he’s only whispering in the boy’s ear to share a little joke at the expense of one of the foppish old Brothers. Perhaps pinching the boy’s bottom is a modern gesture of camaraderie in the culture of the streets today…


  Pish tosh.


  It was the sixties when I was their age. I know full well what it is I’m looking at.


  There is nothing especially modern, after all, about the sight of two young people furtively looking around themselves to ensure their privacy, before positively darting through the western archway, and the spiral staircase that leads to the ale cellar, with the clear intentions of putting their God-given bodies to sinful yet delightful purposes.


  As I hurry along the upper corridor on the western wing, passing the prayer rooms where the brothers can study in solitude and silence when the library is too crowded for their tastes, I wonder who’s the greater sinner. The fox, for allowing himself to be so easily seduced by a rakish young dog? Deacon, for reverting to the behavior reflected in his police record and wielding his sexual appeal to pleasure himself upon yet another starry-eyed lad? Or frail old Father Argyle, for hurrying down the secondary staircase on the western wing, to watch the furtive tryst like a dirty voyeur? I pace myself, both to keep my besandaled paws from slapping too loudly on the cool masonry of the staircase and to keep my breath from giving out, but even halfway down the winding spiral I can hear Deacon’s rough, seductive whispers and the fox’s excited laughter.


  “C’mon, darlin’, do an old dog a favour… I’ve been stuck here for months, I’m gagging for it! ”


  “So I suppose you want me to gag on it for you, dirty puppy?”


  A laugh from the dog, the sound of a shove, shuffling paws and a yelping giggle from the fox. “I have higher ambitions than that, sweetness…”


  Their footsteps are quick and fanciful, by the sound of the echoes; the pair are playing run-and-catch among the barrels in the cellar. My heart beats in my throat, and I try to tell myself that it’s the exertion causing my brow to sweat. Steady on, Argyle, steady on…


  “I wouldn’t dream of stuffing something in that pretty mouth of yours. Not when you’ve got such a lovely voice, and such a lovely tail. C'mere!"


  When the fox squeals with laughter, I take the last steps into the cellar, crouching down under the low ceilings, and stalk along the wall, to keep out of the glare of the electric lights strung along the beams overhead. In the gaps between the stacked barrels I catch a glimpse of a russet vulpine tail, the shade of Deacon’s black garments, a flash of tan pelt from his exposed chest.


  “Caught you fair ’n square, lovely,” the dog rumbles, his voice so deep he sounds older than even his papers claim. “Now what’s a hound to do with a captured fox?”


  I perch behind the farthest stack of barrels, laden with dust. Our oldest stock, where the brothers are advised not even to walk, for fear of tipping over a tub, or for succumbing to the temptation of the richly aged ale they contain. My thirst, however, is not for liquors, but for the spectacle unfolding before me, which brings a smile to my old lips.


  There was a time when I was that dog, soothing an eager but nervous lad’s shivers even while I peeled off his neat white shirt and his ironed denim trousers, and stroked my hands up along his thighs to pull him against me, his pert behind pressed against the bulge behind my zipper. There was a time, earlier still, when I was that fox, turning and with the boldness of youthful hormones sinking to my knees before my canine Adonis, taking the tip of his zipper between my teeth, watching him suck in a breath as I pulled down, down, to expose him.


  The sight of these two young men engaging in such base, unchristian behavior should repulse me, the teachings tell me, but I know better. All flesh is frail, and even though I’ve shrugged off the appetites they now indulge—I’m perfectly honest when I say I feel no arousal at what I witness here—I understand the majesty of the body, the pleasure of the flesh, regardless of the purpose such an act does or doesn’t serve.


  Naked, both, the fox and hound are beautiful, simply beautiful. Deacon is the paragon of canine virility, his short pelt splashed at the chest with a light tan tone which only accentuates his nudity, while the silky darkness covering the rest of him makes a sensational display of every tight curve, every firm muscle. The fox, a half-foot shorter in stature, is his perfect complement and embodies all aspects of vulpine grace, and Deacon clearly delights in running his fingers through the thick, lush pelt of his brief lover, who now gives trembling little licks at his broad chest.


  I kneel, in my dusty hiding-spot, and ignore the ache of my bones as I watch the passion of these two magnificent bodies, letting its splendor consume me. You might call it a syncretic experience, as I both admire the scene and meditate on the sin of it, but in both these senses it’s a deeply satisfying revelation. Deacon is a competent lover, gentle and firm, as he bends the fox over a barrel and smoothly enters him from behind, eliciting a drawn-out, high-pitched yelp, gnawing teasingly on the vulpine's shoulder. The dog’s body responds to the relief of joining with another, which was until his stay at the priory no doubt a frequent indulgence, and when he gives over to his masculine urges, gripping the fox’s hips and slamming his pride under the proffered tail, I can’t help but smile.


  At last, I have proof before me that Deacon is profoundly mortal, profoundly flawed.


  I believe, in time, I might even be able to trust him.


  Deacon pummels the lad savagely, but the fox is clearly his equal, bucking back against each feverish stroke of that thick, hard doghood with a fury. Even in this modern age a fey fox like this delivery-boy must find it hard to find companionship in the local community, and sharp young Deacon no doubt seized on that opportunity to endear himself. In my heyday, though, it would have taken me substantially longer than twenty minutes to seduce a potential bedmate, especially one so sweet and delectable as this fox. Is it a pang of jealousy I feel? No matter.


  The scent is magnificent. The dust and wood and the heady fumes of old liquors, the faint sea-salt carried in the breeze and the deep, fresh, musky passion of two young men. Even closing my eyes I can feast on the dance of flesh, the sharp breaths of the two lovers nearing the peak of their ecstasy, the dusty air warmed by their bodies.


  A sudden dizziness leaves me breathless, my frail old body thrumming with the energy of their climax, and only then do my eyes open and focus to witness Deacon McCall, every muscle highlighted under his pelt like a bronze sculpture, hunched over the trembling young fox who receives the gift of the dog’s masculinity. One of his arms clutches the lad around the waist, the other hand clasps the vulpine’s muzzle shut, and all the world holds its breath as the radiance of their rapture anoints the ales collected in these old barrels.


  The plethora of impulses tugging at my mind amuses me, as I carefully dust myself down and stretch my aching knees, stealing back the way I came to leave them their privacy, now, after the act is played out. I should chastise them and shame them, says the Catholic priest. I should applaud them, console and counsel them, says the understanding old sinner. I should whisper the sordid details of this outrageous scandal to my brothers one night, over a mug of this very ale.


  I think, instead, I’ll finish my letter to the bishop, and neglect to mention Deacon one more time. Being young men, they’ll need only a little time to recover their energy, and even if they decide to push their luck and indulge in a second round of sinfulness, I have little time to finish writing.


  ***


  “Father Argyle?” Deacon pokes his sharp-featured snout in cautiously, knocking on the door to my office as he opens it. His face and even his expression haven’t changed from the day he was marched in here in the cold and rain. He’s still implacable, still challenging and keenly analytical of everything he sees. I’m sure he sized me up by my office the moment he set foot in here—the diplomas on the walls, the antique desk, the books on my shelves. His eyes dart about the room even as he peeks inside, no doubt noting all the little changes, and I have to keep myself from chuckling.


  “Deacon,” I say, waving him in. A gust of cool wind from the open window behind me ruffles the fur on my neck and sends a pair of brown leaves skittering across my desk. I rise and turn to the window to close it, and remind myself that while summer may have been brief, I should cherish the fact that it was intensely beautiful. It makes a lovely light, after all. “Thank you for coming. Sit down, please, sit. Happy birthday, Deacon McCall.”


  The young dog eases himself into the chair opposite my desk with a chuckle. “Thank you, Father Argyle. I feel like a fully emancipated eighteen-year-old citizen of the United Kingdom, ready to do my duty by voting, drinking and driving, in whichever order it pleases Her Majesty!”


  I allow a smile, and sit back down across from him, my fingers steepled. Since that time I saw him with the fox he ceased to vex me so profoundly, and I’ve been able to simply accept that his perception of the world and his agenda were a mystery. He relaxed around me as well, no doubt sensing I was no longer weary of him, that I respected his privacy, and the status quo between us has served us both. “I apologize for not calling you to see me sooner. As of this rainy morning, your sentence—such as it was—is complete. Deacon McCall is now of legal age, and free to go. It was neglectful of me not to notice that in a timely manner, and help you prepare for your transition. Now, since there are no parents or living relatives mentioned in your files, I’ve taken the liberty of—”


  “Father?” The dog reaches out, placing his hand gently on my own, and looking me in the eyes with… I don’t know what I see in his eyes, and it leaves me breathless. He looks vulnerable, honest, supplicating. These are things one sees often as a priest, but from a man like Deacon, a young man gifted with a mind like a razor… “If I wanted to leave, I’d be gone now. I’d have snapped the arms off the gold candlesticks in the prayer rooms. I’d have absconded with the lockbox with the grocery-money you keep behind the painting of St. Barnabas,” he says with an awkward chuckle as he points to the framed painting on the wall by my book-case. “The file in front of you would have been burned to ashes, and I’d be living the life of Riley in Amsterdam. I want to stay.”


  I hadn’t realized how I felt about the prospect of his departure, not until now. I was relieved, happy to return to the simplicity of a life without him. So peculiar, so peculiar—he’s done nothing to upset the tender balance of our community, and yet I feel, now, apprehension. Worry that the peace we enjoyed with him among us was mere chance and that every day he remains taunts fate. “Deacon… This is a place of piety, study and worship. You’ve made yourself valuable here, but we’re not a guest house.”


  “I was never a prisoner, Father, and I was certainly never a guest,” he says, insistently, and reaches out to clasp my hand again, his gaze utterly penetrating in its sincerity. “There is something about this place—something electric. I felt it the minute I was brought here, I felt it. As if a voice is calling to me from these hallways, from these stones… no, not calling, not calling,” he says furtively, his ears flicking up and down, his eyes casting around. I struggle to keep my muzzle shut. “Singing. Soothing. Like a lullaby, like the rain outside the window at night, when you’re warm in bed.”


  He clutches my hand hard, his voice trembling as the words spill from his lips, his eyes showing their whites. “Don’t send me away, Father. Let me stay. Let me study. I don’t want to go out there yet, to the noise and the chaos. Please, Father. Please.”


  I’m breathless. Deacon has always been in full control of himself, even when he rutted his foxy fling in the cellar. He let his body run free, but his mind was clear and sharp. Now, though, he throws himself at my feet, naked and unprotected, and when I start to gather my thoughts, to structure what I know and feel to form an answer, I look down to find myself squeezing his shaking hand in return. “You feel it too?” I say, and my voice is small and thin as a choirboys. I’ve forgotten the apprehension, just like that. “Come with me.”


  As one, we rise from our chairs and rush out the door, the young dog on my heels as I hurry through the hallway. Brother Marin greets us as we pass, but neither I nor Deacon notice him, and when we approach Brother Dunly at the staircase, he sees the urgency in our march and steps aside. Down the stairs, out the door to the courtyard. An early autumn wind whips a chill through my robes, and Deacon in his thin black shirt doesn’t seem to even notice. Through the archway by the herb garden and down again, along the spiral staircase to the ale cellar.


  Going straight for the barrel standing under the brightest light on the ceiling, I have to laugh once I lay my hands on it. “Is something wrong, Father?” Deacon asks meekly, stepping up carefully behind me.


  “Don’t worry. I just realized a bit of irony, is all,” I say with a chuckle, and start to push the barrel aside. The dog is quick to join me, his young muscles easily dwarfing my own efforts. The barrel on which Deacon committed, to my knowledge, the only act of sodomy to have ever been perpetrated in the history of the priory, shifts aside to reveal a wooden hatch, with a wrist-wide hole in it. “I know what you did with… with that delivery-boy. I never did get his name,” I tell him with a wink, as I roll up the sleeve of my robe and ease my arm into the hole in the hatch.


  “To tell you the truth, neither did I,” Deacon replies with a rakish waggle of his eyebrows, and it takes all my fortitude to keep from bursting out in laughter. How could I have yearned for the simplicity of his absence? How could I not have relished the thrill of a little disequilibrium?


  Reaching deep down through the hole, my fingers trace damp bricks. I feel an earwig scurry away under my fingerpads before finally I touch the cool metal of the locking mechanism. Three gears, each with irregular notches. I flick them in place quickly, before I have a chance to wonder whether I remember the sequence right, instead allowing my fingers to do the work for me. A rough clink, a deep thud, and as I pull my arm back, rolling the sleeve of my robe back down, one edge of the hatch raises up, the hinges creaking.


  “What I’m going to show you, Deacon,” I say in a whisper, and now it’s my voice’s turn to quaver. “It’s been a decade since I’ve been down there myself. I… I don’t want you to join me. You have to believe me when I tell you you’re not yet ready, and you also have to believe me when I tell you that you will be, with patience and fortitude. I’m going to go down, and bring you something that, that… None of the brothers know this hatch is even here. Do you understand me? ”


  “Yes, Father,” the dog whispers reverently. He takes the edge of the hatch and steps back, pulling it open. His eyes are on me, and there’s no doubt in them. He burns with curiosity, but it can’t overwhelm him. It’s been so long since someone, anyone, looked at me with that kind of faith, and as I ease my legs down through the hatch and descend the ladder, I feel ten years younger.


  ***


  It took him almost a year to read the book I gave him. He was already fluent in French, but that could only help him so much in deciphering the ancient dialect inscribed so studiously on those antique but sturdy vellum pages. Twice I had to remind him I wouldn’t discuss the book with him until he finished reading it. Only twice.


  He was masterful in his discretion. He continued performing his duties with the brethren day after day, and was never questioned. None of them even thought to ask me why the dog was still with us, when he would be remanded back to the constabulary’s custody or simply sent on his way, as all the others had, before. The only time someone actually remarked on his presence was when Brother Marin, the half-blind, good-hearted fool of an otter, came timidly into my office to show me the robes he’d sewn for Deacon. Didn’t I think it would help him feel more at home, if he wore the same garb as the rest of the Brothers? The heathen dog hadn’t taken his vows, of course, he certainly wasn’t one of the Brothers, but the robes weren’t a uniform either, and would I mind giving him the robes?


  Sweet Brother Marin. Always so terrified of recognition for his virtues, as if a good deed were less meaningful when others knew about it.


  The brown cloth suited Deacon surprisingly well. The occasional visitor would show a moment’s shock if they passed him; a street-tough young dog in a monk’s robes was quite a sight, but Deacon was too focused on his duties to notice them.


  The gardens flourished under his care. With Brother Marin’s blessing he even rearranged some plantings in the herb garden to keep the taller sprouts from casting their shade over the shorter ones. Being young and tall, he was able to clean the nooks and corners of the kitchen that none of the brethren could reach without standing on a stool and risking a broken hip.


  And throughout this all, he read the book, the book no-one here could know about. He would wait until there was a legitimate errand that brought him to my office at the end of his day’s work. We’d discuss this or that while I took the book out of the safe hidden behind the painting of St. Barnabas.


  I would scarcely have handed it to him or he’d have whisked it away into the folds of his robes, unseen, and take his leave.


  He’d plunder the library for numerous books. Old French texts and their modern interpretations, but Welsh ones as well, and Gaelic. Despite the fact that these were merely a cover for his true activities, he would still study them, so he could endure Brother Colwyn’s playful jibes at his poor pronunciation.


  I honestly don’t know what I’d expected to happen. I often feared that Deacon would betray my trust, either by showing the book to someone, or by stealing into my sanctum under the ale cellar. But even when caution got the better of me in midwinter, I could find no evidence that the barrel had been moved since the day I’d brought him the book, and I chastised myself for my lack of faith… and then wondered afresh if perhaps I lacked the insight to detect his betrayal.


  Without assistance, without encouragement, and without losing patience, Deacon read the book and crushed his desire to speak to me about each new thing he read, accepting my admonition that none of it was worth discussing until he’d read it all. I could see the stress it brought him to maintain that serenity, I felt his occasional spark of grudge against me for forcing him to endure this. I prayed very vigorously, on those occasions, to be forgiven for the pride and satisfaction it gave me to wield such cruel power over him.


  This year’s summer is starting to fade, and so is today’s sun. I feel the calling of the sea. Standing from my seat at the library, I raise my chin and let the warm sunlight bathe my throat as it shimmers through the window. Brother Trevor looks at me curiously for a moment, and I do feel somewhat silly, but I ignore the indignant coughs of the others in the library as I abandon the notes I was making and announce it’s time for my constitutional. I feel like a teenaged rebel throwing beer-bottles at police vans, as I walk out of the priory without putting away my books!


  For all the sins and wickedness of this world, there is so much to enjoy. The warm breeze, the sound of gulls, even the stink of rotting seaweed, soon enough to be washed away when the tide returns. To the west, the strange shape of Durdle Door, a rocky outcropping with a natural archway, which draws a smattering of tourists and photographers to the local communities. To the east, the pink-tinted sunset, and a few scattered boulders in the sea…


  One of them confuses me a moment, as it’s plainly the wrong shape. I fumble for the spectacles in my sleeve pocket and perch them on my snout, squinting against the light, until I see the source of the aberration: a brown-robed figure with tall, cropped ears is sitting on the rock that seemed so misshapen. “Deacon,” I call out, and carefully step from stone to slippery stone, foam from the waves licking at my sandals, heading toward him. “What brings you out here today?”


  He has one leg dangling over the edge of the rock, his bare toes tickling the water, while the other is drawn up, hugging his knee to his chest. Such casual athleticism, contrasted to the stuffiness of the robe… it’s a painter’s dream. Less so, is the sight of an aching old monk whose bones creak as he sits himself down next to his protege. I know him well enough to know he only came out here to talk to me, and that he chose this place to talk, so that I’d know he needed to be taken seriously.


  “Father Argyle,” he says softly, his eyes turned toward the sunset, and his face is that bare, impenetrable mystery again. “Why did you give me that book? The things written there, they were… hard to grasp.”


  I sigh, softly. “It was given to me as I gave it to you. I had the benefit of a classical education, though. I should have thought you’d need some more assistance in deciphering the language.”


  “It wasn’t hard to read. If I could have kept it with me, I’d have finished it in a month or two.” There’s no cockiness in his tone, I don’t doubt for a second he’s right. “But the duality… the philosophies are so contradictory, to each other, and to the Bible. If God said to go forth and multiply, how could that Frenchman…” Struggling for words, the dog turns to me, vainly gesturing with his hands. “The fifth chapter almost reads like a polemic extolling the virtues of anal—”


  “No need to be vulgar, Deacon,” I say with a snort, and bump my shoulder against his. “Let’s take a step back, first. I’ve seen you ransack the Comparative Religion shelves in the library, so I assume you have a decent historical framework. What school of thought would you say this book represents?” It’s been so long since I was a teacher to anyone. It’s like riding a bicycle, like slipping into a warm bath, instantly familiar. I will need to pray again tonight, for my pride in lying to him so happily.


  He kicks at the water. A slip of seaweed clinging to his toes, which he wiggles loose. In the pale red glow of the sunset, his pelt is like mahogany, the tan highlights shining like gold, all wrapped in the coarse, plain brown of a pious monk’s robe. “It’s a form of Gnosticism, without a doubt. I parsed the text mostly on cognates, but considering the similarity with Catalan, I have to assume the source language is an older form of Occitan. The writer speaks of coastal towns to the east and west, and they seem to be equally significant. I’d pin him square in the middle of the French Mediterranean coast. The book seems to have been written in Languedoc. Eleventh century, give or take.” I’m about to reach over and pat his shoulder, praise his insights, but he shies away and cuts me off. “The writer was a Cathar heretic. Are you, Father?”


  I hadn’t expected him to understand so much so soon. It took a year for him to finish the book, but we never spoke about it before. “Deacon,” I whisper to him without hesitation. I may not have been expecting the question today but I knew the question was inevitable and I’ve had nearly a year to prepare an answer. “What is your real name?”


  He smiles. “We all have secrets, don’t we.” He bumps his shoulder to mine, toeing at the seaweed again.


  “Only on Earth, my son.”


  ***


  A liturgy is a wonderful thing to have, because you’re never at a loss for what to do when something happens. If you’ve sinned, you confess. If you’re worried, you pray. And if someone dies…


  The loss of Brother Marin weighed heavily on all of us. Brother Trevor’s hands still shake from the shock of finding him in the courtyard, covered in snow. Brother Deacon whispered to me that he noticed tracks in the dirt; he was convinced Brother Marin had fallen while tending his garden, and his last act in this life was to roll away, to protect those few little plants that stood a chance of lasting through the winter from being crushed by his corpse. I asked him if I should mention this in my eulogy, but he advised against it. Many of the brethren aren’t long for this world themselves—one look at Brother Trevor makes this plain—and they seem to find comfort in the idea of an instant death. They imagine doing their daily tasks, when suddenly an angel’s hand touches their shoulder, and lifts them from their body, just like that. They believe Brother Marin died like that, and that is enough for them.


  I stand at the head of the open grave where the brothers, groaning and creaking with the effort of it, lower the simple box that holds Brother Marin’s remains. I say the words, and the brethren repeat them, and I feel the warmth and strength they give to me, to us all. Gathered around this hole in the ground, mourning our friend, the bunch of us look like fossils from the Middle Ages, with our hoods drawn up and white, powdery snow collecting on our shoulders like dust in the library. Only Brother Deacon grounds us in modern reality, but even in his young eyes I see only the solemn resignation of a man who’s seen enough friends buried to know how he will feel afterward, and that life goes on.


  “Even as we lay our Brother to rest, we welcome into our midst another.” All eyes turn briefly to Brother Deacon, who positively blushes. A murmur of coughs masking chuckles rises from the gathered men. “Brother Marin was a humble and noble servant of the Lord, and our friend. ‘Leave the burying to the young, and the dying to old men, ’ he once said to me. Were he with us, he would ask us to care for his garden, and to spend no more time in this chill than we must.”


  A last prayer, and we all shuffle back along the path toward the priory, passing between the cherry-blossom trees that line the way to the cemetery. Those trees were a gift from a Japanese ecumenical delegation in the seventies. The visitors and the brothers spent all summer planting those fickle scoundrels; they blossom at a whim in spring, and only for a scant few days. But they are beautiful when they do, and they remind us all that few of the wonders of life will allow themselves to be planned. Death comes when the Lord calls, but so does happiness, and so do new friends.


  “I don’t want to study today,” Brother Deacon says to me, as we straggle behind the others’ hurried trek to the priory’s warmth.


  I lay my hand on his shoulder, his robe damp under my fingerpads, his young body warm enough to melt any snow that lands on him. “It’s bad enough that our study sessions usually devolve into discussions on the topics of the, ah… literature I shared with you, but if you’re going to skip even those few moments when we’re truly focusing on your studies, you’ll never be ready to take your vows!”


  “The vows aren’t the goal, Father Argyle. The goal is a deeper understanding of God in all his facets. Isn’t that why you gave me the book?” he asks, with a sickening grin on his canine snout.


  “You know well enough that it was as much a test of your patience as of your mind… Brother Deacon, are you trying to cheer me up, on so solemn an occasion as a fellow Brother’s funeral?”


  He leaps into the air, the brown cloth billowing about him like smoke from an incense pendulum and vaults up into one of the frozen trees, reminding me, as he so often does, that the body hidden under that cloth is vastly unlike any of the others in our priory. Ours are crumbling vessels of our piety; his is a weapon, a vehicle, a tool for great works. “What fascinates me more than anything about the teachings you’ve shared with me is the duality of the world, and of God. The material and the transcendental. Power and love.” He orates these words, with which he’s begun so many of his diatribes, from the limbs of a frozen sakura tree, but they’re no less puckish than when he hurls them at me in the privacy of my office. I fold my hands, ignoring the cold, and wear an amused and patient grin as I await his newest tirade.


  “The Gnostics hold, as you do, the belief in a binary God. In the red corner, ladies and gentlemen,” he says like an American showman, waving toward the distant, snowy priory and the vanishing figures of our brothers, “stands Rex Mundi, the King of the world, as Leonardo would say. He that made all that is real, and it is to Him, you say, that our brothers pray. But there is a challenger!” His pantomime is so lively, I can’t help but laugh and clap my hands, even as he waves toward the cemetery. I scarcely held back my tears when I stood at that grave, but now the sight of it fills me with tranquil humour, as if briefly I caught the gag of a cosmic pun. “In the blue corner stands the true God! The God of love and transcendence, the God of generosity and totality. He demands and asks nothing, He forgives all, to embrace Him is to be free of the shackles of this mortal, material trap. So, that is, say the stuffy authors of your secret, deviant books!”


  He leaps from the tree’s branches and lands in a deep, mocking bow, so like a jester of old. “In your heart, you prayed for Brother Marin’s soul to be remanded to that distant God. The ungraspable, the unnamed, the unspeaking, instead of the Rex to whom our brethren devote their lives. Every day, to their faces, you say one thing and think another. You lie and deceive and you love it, you live for it.”


  My mirth fades abruptly, and my throat catches. As if to slap me in the muzzle, the wind picks up and the icy chill cuts into my body, whipping past my snout. “Deacon. That’s enough.”


  Where his clowning was comical a moment ago, his antics carry a menace now. The young dog dances toward me with a speed and energy that would intimidate anyone whose joints are prone to aching in winter, and I can’t help but take a stumbling step back. “I know more than you think, Father Argyle. Anthony Ares Argyle, former inmate of Her Majesty’s prison in Featherstone, one of the very first prisoners to be held there. Pederasty, no less. You’d scarcely taken your vows before you were caught diddling an altar boy. Ain’t you just a cliché through and through, old droog?”


  His words pound into me as ferociously as the wind, but he won’t let me stagger back. He dances around me, spinning like a dervish and darting like the devil, giving me not a moment to collect my thoughts. “They were going to send me there, too—well, Brinsford Prison, but it’s right next to Featherstone. Just opened, so if it weren’t for that kindly sergeant Patrick Mawhatever at the Yard, I’d have been one of the first inmates there too. How’s that for déja fucking vu?”


  He presses his advantage, steps on my robe and trips me. I yelp from the shock, but the Brothers are too far to hear, now already at the Priory’s gates, hurrying inside for warmth and prayer. Deacon McCall falls upon me, his teeth bared, and he is magnificent. The power of him, the brutality, it makes my heart beat faster and faster. I don’t want a moment to gather my wits. I want to see where his power will take him, I want to know how he learned these things about me, why he punishes me so, and then to see if I have a response in me. The thrill of it, I tell you, the thrill of it, I can’t convey. My old bones don’t ache any more, blood flows richly in corners of my body where once it only trickled.


  “Do you think they might have done to me what they did to you, Father Argyle?” His foot slides along my robe, creasing it between my legs. In ecstatic panic I grab at his ankle, but he leans his weight in and presses the sole of his sandal to my crotch, leaving me bent over, hugging his thigh. “Brinsford’s only a juvenile facility, and I’m not a kiddy-fiddler. Still, you know as well as I do I can’t quite keep it zipped up. You think, sooner or later, someone would come into my room with a broken plate and make a few choice cuts to keep me from ever doing the deed again? Was it over before you knew it, or did they make you feel it?! "


  Fire surges through me, and a strength I haven’t known since I was Deacon’s age pulses in my arms. I brace, and with a growl I throw the dog off me—it feels as though I throw him back clear against the sakura tree behind him, though my eyes tell me he merely skips back at the shove I give him. “Is today the day, wretched pup? Am I finally seeing the truth of you? Call me a villain, call me a liar—I spit on the God my brothers think I worship, and I love it. And I’ll take no bullying from you, Deacon, who lie so totally I wonder if you even remember your own fucking name! "


  I couldn’t say which of us is more shocked when I punch him. It’s graceless and brutal, a boxer’s strike, and catches him perfectly on the snout. He falls back in a plume of powdery snow, cracking the back of his head on the root of a tree, and now I press my sandal on his loins, where he has far more to lose than I. “To be imprisoned for pederasty… out of all the crimes they could have caught me for, they put me away for the one I didn’t commit. How’s that for a laugh? Course, if they didn’t think I’d been banging that sweet little choirboy, they might wonder if I had an alibi for, say, the murder of Paris Caulfield. Self-castration was a high price to pay, but taking that broken plate to myself in a fit of guilty grief took away any doubts anyone might have about which crime I committed that night…”


  I let him up, and he shuffles back onto his feet warily, keeping his eyes on me, his back hunched as if ready to spring and escape. And then dawn breaks—there’s that smile, that same glibness, just as when he played the jester, just as when he accosted me with a barrage of horrifying half-truth. The smile is the same as when he was pushed into the seat across from my desk that very first day, but behind it stands a different man. By God, I’ve changed him. I don’t know how or in what way, but before me stands a different man and my instruction, my manipulation caused him to differ.


  “I understand, Father. I understand that you’re my enemy and my friend, that you want me to be happy and to suffer, that you’re a liar and a prophet,” he whispers to me, his eyes cast down in reverence I’m sure I don’t deserve. A year or two ago that might have been feigned, but now… he sees in me something I don’t see myself, something I don’t understand. Can I now call myself a prophet? An instrument of God, a mouthpiece who speaks a message intended only for ears other than his own?


  “Are you ready to prove it to me?” Does he realize I don’t know what I’m saying? How can a mind so sharp not see that he’s learned from me a thing that I could never teach?


  He’s blinded by the rush of illusory realization, just as I was when I was taught. Perhaps my teacher knew as little about the duality of the world as I do now. Is that the truth of it? Is the purpose of these teachings, of this book, simply to be false, and to let that be the lesson?


  “I’ll prove it to you,” he says, and takes my arm.


  ***


  Between you and me, I honestly don’t remember if I was innocent or guilty of the charge of which I was convicted. I was quick enough on my feet at the time to competently juggle both homicide and sodomy on a single wicked evening. Much of that period of my life exists only in hazy memory and terse police files. I bedded young men and women before I entered the service of God, at first only the Catholic interpretation of Him, though I do recall betraying my vow of celibacy once or twice. But never, to my knowledge, a boy…


  None of that matters, though, any more than it matters how he could learn these things about me without, so far as I know, leaving the priory in the years he’s been here. His words cut through me as only the truth and the chill of winter can, and left me mute and senseless as I followed him on a circuitous route through the snowy landscape.


  First to the shore where, among the stones of the Durdle Door archway, he had hidden a cache of supplies. He tore off his robe and folded it, unashamed of his nakedness in the sun and snow, and why should he be? He had only an old monk for a witness, and perhaps the eye of one God or another. In a flash he’d dressed himself as a common young man, in jeans and jacket, sweater and shoes, and he tossed me a bundle of ‘civilian’ clothes to put on myself.


  Even now, as I hide in an empty cupboard, I’m still flushed with the maelstrom of emotions of the day, and it’s been a long one. Yesterday, I awoke to the shock of Brother Marin’s death, and spent the day dealing with paperwork and police. I skipped sleep in favor of prayer and read the long liturgy of a monk’s funeral, and then had my soul torn open by a vicious young dog I thought, after two years, I finally understood.


  Bold as a peacock, he marched me into town. It’s so different in winter, and I so rarely venture out of the priory, that I couldn’t honestly tell you which town it was, as quickly as he marched us to our destination. A council flat, one of three identical, drab concrete menhirs dropped along the town’s outskirts. The stairwell smelled of piss, the walls were covered with lewd graffiti and half the windows were smashed. Deacon knew exactly where we were headed, and even had a key with which to open one of the apartments. It was empty inside, the walls showing bare concrete. It smelled stale and lifeless, it was clearly never inhabited, but light-bulbs hung from the ceiling and rudimentary curtains could shut out sunlight and prying eyes.


  “What you did or didn’t do is a matter of the duality of conscience, Father, and I’m going to give you a demonstration,” he said as beckoned me into what should have been a bedroom, and opened the wooden cupboard door for me, gesturing for me to enter. “But it’s also going to be a gift. Duality. Remember that,” he said, and closed the door.


  It must have been two hours that I’ve been waiting in this cupboard, and I need to pee. I wonder if this is another prank—I can’t be certain of anything when it comes to Deacon McCall, not after seeing this new side of him, his eagerness to embrace the illusion of revelation. But I feel compelled to wait, compelled to obey. There was a time when I held such sway. When I was the new Prior and commanded the hearts and minds of the monks, and turned them from a herd of bookworms into a community of bookworms. Is this how they felt? Blindly obedient, unable to speak or move and unable to understand why? When did I lose this power?


  There’s a sound like music—no, it’s laughter. Two voices, one is clearly Deacon. The other… My word. It’s a girl. A vixen. As pretty as the delivery- boy I witnessed him coupling with on top of the entrance to my sanctum in the cellar, she could well be the lad’s sister, for all I know. She’s every bit as taken by the dog’s smooth, charismatic charm as the young man was, and who could blame her?


  “I can’t believe I’m doing this!” she squeals, clutching at his chest, licking her lips. “I can’t believe it.”


  He holds her full, supple hips and slides his hands slowly down her thighs, easing her short black skirt upward. “You mean skipping classes? ” he rumbles, licking at her black-tipped ears. Her muzzle falls open and she falls against him, scratching at his shirt, nuzzling his throat. “I’d best get you back soon, then. You wouldn’t want to miss out on the professor’s view on Derrida.”


  “How did you know—ah!” she squeaks as he spins her in his arms, pulling her back against him. He gnaws on her neck, leaving her like a rag-doll in his arm. He squeezes her breasts, to elicit another delighted moan from the vixen, and slides his hands down again to finish raising up her skirt. And he looks at me.


  For a moment I forget that this is a show he’s putting on for my benefit. I feel like a dirty old priest hiding in a cupboard and spying on two young lovers through the crack in the door, and for that moment my heart thumps at the thought of being caught by the young man in question. But even when I realize that I have nothing to fear in that regard, my fright doesn’t fade. It hasn’t since he turned on me at the cemetery. His eyes are cold and unfeeling, even as his voice and hands radiate seduction and lust, sending the vixen into a frenzy, writhing back against him, helping him peel her undergarments down around her knees. And he’s doing all this because he thinks I expect it from him. Perhaps I didn’t lose my power after all.


  He feels nothing for her. Not for her as a woman, not even for the beauty of her body. That’s what he wants me to see. If I were whole where it counted the blood would be boiling in my veins with lust and envy for either of them. To hold so beautiful a woman’s virtue in the palm of my hand, to tug at her needs and bend her toward mine… Or, conversely, to be so skillfully seduced by so fine a young man.


  Deacon is an expert con-man. He pushes and pushes, but holds back at key moments to let her make a decision. While he grinds the bulge behind his fly against her naked rear, she’s the one who reaches behind herself to tug the lip of his zipper down, she’s the one who reaches into the folds and gasps at what she feels there. “What’s your name?” she asks, turning her head to look at him over her shoulder, as she hoists his pride into the open, squeezing and kneading at his flesh.


  I hold my breath. My gaze isn’t even tempted by the sight of his doghood, the prospect of the dishonest sex I’m about to witness. It’s his mouth and eyes I focus on. The tug of a grin at the corner of his lips, the sparkle of cruel mirth in the depths of his pupils. He whispers something in her ear, too soft for me to hear and too quick for me to study his lips, and enters her. He told her the truth, I’m certain. I’m certain. Something he would never do for me, his teacher, the man who brought him into the only place he’s known some semblance of peace.


  He mounts her like a stallion, both of them still fully clothed, right in the middle of this bare-walled room in a derelict building. It couldn’t be less romantic, and with me hiding in the cupboard, less intimate. He’s silent as he mates with her, sliding himself in and out of her with practiced power and confidence, and she thrums around him, rolling her beautiful hips, clutching at her belly as if to hug his member within her. She throws her head back in ecstasy as he squeezes her warm, full breasts through her shirt… But he doesn’t speak. Doesn’t moan. There’s only the sound of his breath, the rustle of his clothes, the clink of his belt buckle. And his eyes, still focused on me. What is it that he thinks I’ve taught him? He’s clearly not a woman’s man. I’ve no doubt that he’d just as happily make love to his own foot as to this girl, and yet he went to the trouble of seducing her, in the space of two hours, and bringing her to this dingy little hovel to have his way with her, all for my benefit.


  All to prove himself to a stuffy old monk who hides secret books in secret places and lies for no reason.


  That’s what he’s doing, that’s what he’s showing me! He’s deceiving and violating this lovely young woman for no reason, for no benefit, just as I deceive my Brothers by pretending to be a pious Catholic, and pondering heresies in my own mind. There was a time when, if I seduced a woman as Deacon has done, I would have felt powerful and triumphant. There was a time when I had a reason for taking this priory, and burying my books there.


  But Deacon is still a man, with a man’s urges. She may not be to his tastes, but his body has its own opinions, and when a man approaches his apex, very little matters. It’s a sight to behold, primal and obscene. He slams himself into her, his nostrils flaring like a rutting stud, his hands gripping her hips so firmly his fingers surely leave bruises. She’s weak at the knees but he won’t lie down with her, won’t let her reach for the window-sill to brace herself, and it’s clearly all she can do just to keep from toppling over with the force of his pounding.


  He roars his satisfaction, he pulls her back against him and fills her. She thrashes in his arms, her shoes scraping at the concrete. Two people divided by lies and deception. Two bodies unified in careless, carnal delight. Which of these is the deeper truth? If I told her right now what he had done to her, how he had betrayed her trust, and asked her if she felt she’d been raped… she would kick me aside and simply feel him inside her, feel the ecstasy of his masculinity.


  I feel the heat, the alchemical passion that fills the room, and the confusion Deacon instilled in me with his outburst in the cemetery is transformed by it, transmuted like lead to gold into a fierce determination. For a decade, I’ve been going through the motions as he did with this girl. I’ve allowed my deceit to become a habit, fruitless and aimless, without pleasure or even relief. I can have what he’s having now. I want to. I must have it. He doesn’t know what he’s given me.


  ***


  When he left with her, I waited for him, and when he didn’t return after two further hours I knew the lesson was over and returned to the priory without waiting any longer. I walked to Durdle Door to fetch my robes from the seaside rocks, and was about to simply pull them down over the civilian clothes Deacon had provided for me, when I caught myself. Grinning like an idiot, I didn’t even check to see if anyone were looking as I undressed, while the snow turned to drizzling rain, and took a few minutes to trot, naked, along the rocky beach. Not so old, these bones of mine and not so frail!


  When I ceased my lunacy and dressed myself again in plain, monastic brown, I had to keep reminding myself that Brother Marin had died, and that the mood would be solemn in the priory. I entered the main gates, taking care to hide the energy I felt in my body, intending to head straight to my office to think of all I’d learned today.


  No. Not to my office.


  I glance up as I cross the courtyard, to the library window, where some of the brothers sit and talk, clutching their teacups. To bring food or drink into the library is a transgression that a Prior like myself should take seriously, but I’m not a Prior of the Lord right this moment. I am Anthony Ares Argyle, raised a Cathar heretic, a rebel in my youth and a lover of men and women and a slayer of them, a convicted—and possibly even guilty— sex offender, and oh, such a liar.


  With this thick blanket of snow, I have to take great care to avoid trampling Brother Marin’s garden. Isn’t that just the essence of the duality I thought I’d been teaching Deacon? To lie to my brothers and love them all the same? Deacon made that girl feel loved and wanted, but felt nothing of the kind. Which of us is the greater sinner? Should we all have two consciences, with which to catalogue the sins we commit in thought and in body?


  I’m in such a rush to get to my dusty little underground sanctum that I don’t even notice that the barrel’s already been moved aside and that the hatch’s edge is already raised among the floorboards. I pull it up and descend the ladder in haste, letting the hatch fall shut again, and only now do I notice that there is already light.


  An electric lantern rests on the desk in this underground cell, smaller even than my little office, though the dank bricks that line the walls don’t give the light much opportunity to bounce and play. “We all have secrets, don’t we,” says Deacon. He’s still wearing his civilian clothes, seated at the desk. With all that’s happened today, I do feel a little silly about having kept him out of here for so long.


  I dismount the ladder with the ease of a feline half my age, though I keep a weary distance from the young man at my desk, and lean back against the paper-press behind me. I do love the smell of this place. The heady scents of the inks, the vellum, the powders and glues. He picks up a framed photograph, the only decoration in my little sanctum, and shoots a questioning look at me. “That’s Imelda, with her husband and her son,” I whisper. He throws the photograph at me and I jolt in place to catch it before the glass can shatter on the ground.


  “He’s not the boy’s father, and you know it. You’re not the first man to go into the clergy because you knocked up your own sister. Probably not the first to take a knife to his privates out of guilt either.”


  It should stab me through the heart, this confrontation, but the day’s turmoil has left me numb. “You deduced that from a photograph?” I ask, caressing the portrait of my beloved sister and her family, and set it down next to a stack of parchment sheets, still drying after being boiled. I lean against the cupboard, a little bundle of knotted flax dropping onto my shoulder. “Deacon… when did you know?”


  “That the ancient tomes of wisdom you handed me weren’t centuries old? Please. The Cathar book was still damp when you gave it to me that night. If it really were that old, it would have fallen apart after a month in a wet hovel like this.” He takes the weight off one of the books I’d finished binding only a week earlier and carefully opens the cover, flicking through the pages. “You did beautiful work, Father Argyle. These forgeries of yours are stunning.”


  I dare to take a step closer, still clutching the photograph. “Then why did you read them? Why did you study the books I kept giving you?”


  He smiles, and takes my cheeks in his hands, pulling my head forward until his forehead presses to mine. “Because you made them for me, Father. Whether you spun them from memory or invented them on the spot doesn’t matter, and it doesn’t matter that they weren’t ancient. Duality, Father Argyle. Remember that. Just because those books were your fake doesn’t mean they couldn’t be true. Just because you are a pathetic liar doesn’t mean you can’t be my teacher. ”


  I smile, and pet his hands, and wipe at my stinging eyes. “You were the teacher today, Brother Deacon. Together, we can—”


  “I’m leaving.” The damp, dead air feels cold all of a sudden, and the humming energy this room has always had for me is silent. “No other God before me, Father. Rex Mundi or the God of Love, we have to chose one of them, and if I stay here with you, all we’ll do is discuss the wonders of their duality. That may be your idea of retirement, but…”


  I nod, and smile. “The lesson with the vixen. Even an unfulfilling choice can still yield its rewards, am I right?”


  “You’re not a bad student yourself, Father,” he says, and with a last flash of that rakish smile, he brushes past me, takes the rungs of the ladder and climbs out.


  A few times, I open my mouth to speak. I turn to the ladder, to chase him, and stop myself. I want to ask him so many things. Did he ever come down here? Was he merely humoring me in our private discussions, or was he truly fascinated? Did he sneak out of the priory often, to sate his lusts among the willing young lads of the local communities? Would he like to know whether the books my own thoughts, or whether I’d copied them… Does he think I should leave behind my silly little forgeries and my silly little philosophies, or should I teach the brothers what I’ve learned?


  I am an instrument of God, both of them or either, who’s to say—but I can see no other explanation. I built a priory of deception and lived a liar’s life without a reason, until now. He found this place electric, he said, and I know what he meant. The love of this place, the peace of it. He could have been shaped by it and made into a man of worth and value to the world, if there hadn’t been Father Argyle. A confused heretic with secrets so seductive they could keep his mind away from love and peace, keep him curious and unfulfilled. And now he’s gone away again, untouched by serenity, back into the noise and filth with fresh questions and paradoxes to keep him occupied and convince him that there is no bliss to be had, not for someone like him.


  Someone like him.


  He isn’t unique, after all. He was a villain, and so was I—but he still had his innocence, as I once did. We each found ourselves faced with the question which of the two Gods we favored, and each of us chose the same answer: not to answer at all. Oh, it’s the worst of fates, a path that takes the merit out of virtue and the pleasure out of sin, and none of my crimes were ever as dreadful as taking what I took from him—whatever that was. I wonder what else I can take, and who I can take it from. I wonder if it’s time for an instrument of God to be sharpened and put to good use once more.


  By the time I climb out and slide the barrel back over the hatch, any footsteps he left in the courtyard have already been snowed over.


  Deacon McCall might just as well have never existed.
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  Thou Shalt Not Make For Thyself An ldol

  ***

  Facing Sunset, Facing Dawn


  “Idiots,” Katherine Goss muttered as she stepped off the plane and down the rickety metal staircase. Even at midmorning, the jungle’s heat rushed to meet her, making her feel as if she were breathing through wet cloth.


  Still, the idiocy in question came as no surprise; she felt, in fact, a certain gratification that her suitcase had been lost entirely as she’d expected. Fortunately, she carried all her essentials in a battered rucksack bought during her undergraduate days, back when she’d dreamed of flying on little tin-can bush planes to remote dig sites like this. She’d learned early on that she could only truly depend on herself.


  Case in point, this—she checked the crumpled e-mail printout again— Rafael Toranzo she was supposed to meet, who seemed to be nowhere around even though her plane had touched down an hour late. There were a few locals milling about, mostly Onça porters trading posturing snarls as they looked for work. Toranzo had already hired two of them, he’d said.


  She scanned the meager crowd again and sighed. Her legs and back ached from sitting in cramped plane seats, and she fought back a new wave of irritation. That ten-year eyeblink between twenty and thirty had brought the first frustrating hints that her body was no longer entirely hers to command. She could ignore the gray strands scattered through her chestnut hair, but other changes weren’t merely cosmetic.


  “Dr. Goss?”


  She glanced down to see an Onça male offering his hand. One of the porters, apparently. She shrugged off the rucksack and handed it to him. “Is Dr. Toranzo here?”


  The jaguar’s golden eyes shone with amusement. “I would say so.”


  She recognized his voice and bit back an oath. “I’m sorry—I wasn’t expecting… I thought you would be…” There was no way out of this, so she just stopped before she made herself seem even more ignorant.


  “You thought I’d be human,” he finished, still with the same amused expression. “It’s all right.”


  Now that she was paying attention, she could see that he was dressed not in the traditional skirt-style loincloth of the porters but in human fashion, with dark gray pants and a long-sleeved shirt left open to expose the ruff of cream-colored fur at his chest.


  He shouldered her pack—she could think of no way to ask for it back without making the situation more embarrassing—and led her to the battered beige truck parked several yards beyond the dirt airstrip. She watched how his tail swayed slightly with his stride and marveled that he’d go to all the trouble of cutting a slit in the pants to accommodate it—never mind all the hassle of threading the tail through it every time you had to take the things off. Those loincloths most Onça wore might make them look like refugees from temple frescoes, but at least they were practical.


  Toranzo placed her pack carefully in the back of the truck, securing it next to the tent poles, crates of supplies, and various jugs and sacks that made up their provisions. When he was satisfied with the arrangement, he opened her door.


  “We're about twelve miles from the site, as the macaw flies,” he said with what she took for a smile. “It’ll be a bumpy ride, though. It’s more of a trail than a road. After that, it’s a three-mile hike, and we’re there.”


  She nodded and took the passenger seat as Toranzo slipped behind the wheel. The engine started with a sputtering growl, and they were off.


  She had never been in this part of the rainforest before. She’d spent only as much time in the field as was necessary to earn degrees and standing, and after that she’d decided she preferred her discoveries to take place in more predictable, climate-controlled surroundings. She’d forgotten how the jungle closed in around you. It wasn’t the kind of denseness that you had to hack your way through—on the contrary, the thick-leafed canopy kept the ground cover to a minimum—but it was a heaviness, a closeness that took over, turning daylight into deep green shadow. It was its own world, and you traveled into it bearing the things you hoped would keep you alive.


  “The site doesn’t look like much from the outside,” Toranzo warned, slowing the truck to ford a muddy stream. “But it’s remote enough that the treasure hunters haven’t gotten to it yet. I’ve had good luck in this area before, but I never found any temples, only settlements.”


  She was surprised at how well he enunciated his words. Even though she’d spoken with him more than once on the phone, she’d had no clue he was Onça—he had sounded completely human, with no hint of the jaguar’s mouth structure influencing his speech. She wondered how much training he’d gone through to erase all the impediments.


  She stole a glance at him as they continued down the road. Despite the fact that his hands looked more like paws from a distance, he handled the wheel without any trouble. The leathery pads on his palms and fingertips gave him built-in driving gloves, she figured. It looked as if he had retractable claws, though they were all sheathed at the moment.


  Don’t stare, she told herself fiercely, but she couldn’t help it.


  It was mid-afternoon by the time they reached the site, although the dim jungle made it seem like evening. Unlike the massive pyramids or elaborate courtyards of most of the ancient human temples in the area, the Onça site was so nondescript and screened in by the surrounding jungle that it would have been easy to walk past if she hadn’t known what to look for. No statues or other art marked the entrance, just an archway built of flat, stacked stones, leading down three steps into a narrow corridor. Several yards along, as the floor slanted completely underground, the space opened up into a single square room dominated by the large altar-stone in the center and the long, flat stone, the length of a person, that lay before it. The coolness of the temple was a relief—as was the prospect of finally getting down to work. She sat her lantern on the ground, and the light threw eerie, slanted shadows on the walls and ceiling.


  To a casual observer, it would have looked as if the site were bare, perhaps already raided by black-market treasure hunters. But most of the temple artifacts had been buried hundreds of years before, when the temples were abandoned. Scholars still disagreed on why—whether to protect the precious items from destruction or looting, or as part of some yet-unknown ritual—but as she stood by the altar-stone, it was as if she could feel the site waiting. It had been silent for more than a thousand years. And now, at last, they would help it speak again.


  “I thought you would be tired,” Toranzo said, turning up the lantern’s flame so that it flickered into the corners.


  “Of course I’m tired. What does that have to do with anything?”


  Toranzo laughed. “I’m glad you agreed to come, Doctor. Not that Miguel and Astu aren’t good company in their own way, but…”


  The light touched his golden fur with shifting fire, making it look molten, his rosettes like dark coals…


  Damn it all, she was staring again.


  “Well,” she said finally. She glanced around, looking everywhere but at him. “Where’s the best place to start?”


  They settled in at two separate spots and began the excavation. Most of the typical small talk had already been used on the trip in—how her flights had been, what the weather tended to be like, what other sites he’d worked on recently—and though the silence was comfortable in its own way, she found herself wanting to talk more than usual.


  “This is the first time I’ve done field work in years. I hope I haven’t forgotten what to do.”


  “I’ll keep an eye on you, then, to check for mistakes.” He smiled. “It must be difficult,” he said a few minutes later, “to leave those you care about to come to a place like this, so far away from home.”


  She shrugged. “Not really. I… kind of keep to myself anyway. ”


  “No family?”


  “Just my mother.” Who I dutifully call every week, informing her that, no, I am still not seeing anyone.


  “Ah.” He fell silent.


  “What about you?” she asked.


  “A few friends, a few relatives. My work,” he added, as if it counted as a person. “But they live in the village, and I stay mostly out here, so…” It was his turn to shrug.


  “Two separate worlds.”


  “Yes. And one doesn’t understand the other.” He paused. “People think that the past is a dead thing. They want you to live right now and never think of anything else.”


  “But it isn’t dead.”


  His eyes lit, and he nodded. “So you know. It may be only a piece of a jar or the stone floor of a house, but someone used it, lived in it. Cared for it. You can feel that. And you feel then that the past is still alive, still a part of now. Not a separate time. And you feel a part of something bigger than you can imagine. Bigger than just today.”


  He knelt to trace his fingers over the packed earth. “But to them it is a curiosity, a thing to study and write about and argue over, to be pinned like a butterfly—beautiful, but dead. And the gods are native stories.” An edge of bitterness sharpened his voice. “Things ignorant people used to believe in.”


  She looked at the ground, suddenly uncomfortable.


  “Forgive me,” he said quietly after a moment. “I did not mean you. It is an old wound.” He managed a smile. “Perhaps some parts of the past should be dead, after all, eh?”


  She smiled back, and he relaxed and continued. “It is difficult to be here, to do this and be Onça. Too many think that we are the thing to be studied, more than the ones to do the studying. We are the natives, so we are not… professional, not educated, too prone to superstition. Too emotional. Too close.”


  Katherine quirked a wry smile. “And then if you do get somewhere, everyone thinks it was because someone gave it to you—because of who you are, not how hard you worked for it. So you have to work twice as hard as anyone, to prove you really do deserve to be there. And everyone’s waiting for you to make a mistake, to prove them right that people like you don’t have what it takes—and you wind up being a symbol instead of a person.”


  Rafael nodded. “I think we do understand each other.”


  They worked in silence for several minutes, and she replayed their conversation in her head. She wasn’t used to having someone really listen to her, instead of just waiting for their turn to speak. She wanted, in some way, to tell him everything—about herself, about her life—and she wanted, as well, to listen, to let the honey-thick tones of his voice flow over her until there was nothing else to say.


  “I should apologize myself,” she said finally.


  He looked up. “For what?”


  “For thinking you were the porter.”


  He smiled. “I said it was all right. It has happened before.”


  “But that doesn’t make it right.”


  He nodded and thought a moment. “All right, then. We will start over.” He extended his hand. “I am Dr. Rafael Toranzo.”


  She smiled and shook it. “Dr. Katherine Goss.”


  “A pleasure to meet you at last.”


  Her fingers tingled as his hand slipped from hers. “Likewise, Doctor.”


  “Please,” he said, “you must call me Rafael. This is hardly the place to be so formal.”


  She started to protest, then swallowed it and smiled. “All right.”


  “Then all is well,” he said, and they went back to work.


  It was hard to tell the passage of time by the small amount of daylight that slanted in from the entrance, and it gave the work an odd feeling, like no time was passing at all. Only her body told her when it was time to stop, and as usual when she worked like this, she sometimes ignored even that.


  “Katherine,” she heard suddenly, minutes or hours later, and her pulse quickened so much at the sound of him saying her name that she almost missed what he said next. “I think I’ve found something.”


  From his tone, it didn’t sound like a shard of pottery or a handful of beads. She hurried over to where he was digging.


  “Here,” he said, and scraped the soil away until she could see a warm metallic glimmer.


  Gold.


  Carefully they worked around it. Whatever it was, it was roughly a foot high and several inches wide, buried during the endless cycles of rains. Finally Rafael lifted the object free.


  “My God,” she breathed.


  “No,” he corrected her lightly, “mine.”


  It was a statue, the kind she’d normally seen carved in stone. This, though, was gold, dulled by time and weather but unmistakable. It was an Onça figure, a crouching male, his mouth open to show pointed fangs. Though he seemed to be wearing a stylized loincloth, an exaggerated phallus jutted out from an opening in the sculpted garment.


  Rafael brushed dirt from the figure’s face. “Unbelievable,” he said, a giddy wonder bubbling in his voice. “Absolutely unbelievable.”


  He turned to look at her, his eyes lit with awe at the discovery. She saw, then, how important—how personal—it all truly was to him, and she felt a wild, unexpected leap of joy in her chest at seeing him so happy, watching him share the same feelings she’d always had.


  Rafael laughed quietly and shook his head. “I am holding this, and still I don’t believe it.” He took a cloth from his pack and cleaned the figure. “I think it’s time for another introduction. Katherine, meet Nacali, the son of Fire.”


  Rafael stood and carried the figure to the altar-stone. “And this would be his home,” he said, setting it gently in place.


  He stepped back, and for an instant Katherine thought he was going to kneel. But instead Rafael turned to her, his eyes shining bright as the idol’s gold.


  “I’m so glad I can share this with you,” he said. “With someone who understands.”


  She wanted to say something back, something congratulatory, something trivial. But she couldn’t—couldn’t speak, couldn’t look away, couldn’t think of anything but the one thing she didn’t want to think about.


  You’ve known him, what, eight hours?


  She managed a casual smile. “It’s—a wonderful discovery. Congratulations.”


  He stood motionless for a moment, then glanced back at the altar. “Yes,” he said, his voice flat and distant. “Yes, thank you.” He paused, then cleared his throat. “Well, it’s late, and you’ve had a long day. Dinner should be ready at camp.”


  She followed him to the campsite, and he pointed out which tent was hers. The porters, Miguel and Astu, had already set everything up for the evening meal, which turned out to be a combination of rice, beans, canned tomatoes, and something that tasted like pork—she decided it was best not to question that last ingredient too thoroughly in the jungle. She ate, then fled to her tent, determined to spend at least a few minutes without thinking of him. Even if she had to be asleep to manage it.


  ***


  He was already in the temple when she got there the next day, and she smiled at his eagerness. “Good morning,” he said, nodding to her. “You slept well? ”


  “Yes.” She went back to her site, digging in methodical strips to ensure that all areas were explored. “Are these temples usually just to one god, or do you think we’ll find any other statues?”


  “Sometimes related gods are worshipped in the same temple,” he replied. “We’ll have to see if we’re as lucky today as we were yesterday.”


  She tried to focus on the site instead of him, but the work was admittedly tedious: digging, sifting, more digging, taking a few photographs for documentation, scribbling a few notes, more digging… She had always liked the precision of detail, of putting everything in its proper place, but she had to admit that she preferred the sites where you found something every hour or two, even if it was just a bead or shell or potsherd. She was tired and sweat-soaked and discouraged by the time they agreed to stop for the day.


  What a waste, she thought, and she wasn’t sure whether she meant the dig or something else.


  Her mood must have shown, because Rafael laid a hand on her arm as they left the temple. “If we find nothing else, it is still beyond what I expected.”


  She nodded.


  He regarded her a moment. “It won’t be dark for a while. Would you like to take a walk?”


  The trail he led her down veered away from the one that ran to camp. She heard the sound of running water, and he leapt over a stream, then turned to help her step across.


  They stopped in a spot ringed by vine-wrapped trees. Birds squawked somewhere overhead, and when she squinted up into the canopy, she caught a flash of scarlet amid the green. In a place like this, she could easily believe that they were the only two people in the jungle—or the world.


  “I come here sometimes,” Rafael said, “when the work doesn’t go well.”


  She looked around. It was beautiful, but only in the way that all the forest was beautiful—assuming one could overlook the humidity and the ants and a hundred other irritations. And, surprisingly, she found she could.


  Rafael smiled. “I know. It looks like nothing. But I was born here.”


  “Really.” She blinked. “Not in the village?”


  Rafael shook his head. “My mother spent as much time out here as she could. She studied insects. Anything that could bite you, sting you, or wrap you in a web, she was the expert on it.” He smiled. “So she was out here working when her time came. And my first memory is of her carrying me on her back through this jungle, showing me everything—look at this, Raf, look at that. She is gone, but when I am here, I can still hear her voice, telling me to look. ”


  “Another part of the past that doesn’t die,” she heard herself say softly.


  He nodded. And she knew, then, from his expression that he had never shown this place to anyone else.


  “It helps, sometimes, to come here,” he said. “To remember that there is always so much more than just one day.”


  “It’s beautiful,” she said, and meant it.


  Then he reached out and took her hands in his. “So are you,” he said. He moved closer, and she caught the sweet scent of his fur. “I know this must seem sudden, but… I never expected to feel this way. To care about someone this way.”


  The pads of his palms were hot against her hands. She had never thought that holding hands could be erotic, but it was. She felt herself caught between fear and a wild, winging ecstasy.


  He’s a colleague, she told herself firmly. Nothing else. I’ve worked with plenty of men before—


  —but none like this, none whose eyes held such joy and wonder at the same things she loved, who looked at her as a person, as a woman, as herself, not just a symbol or a title. She’d had other men try to flirt with her before, and a few had persisted so much as to ask her out. She’d rebuffed them all politely but coolly, telling herself she had neither the time nor the interest for those kinds of distractions.


  But this time…


  “Katherine,” he said, and there was a question in his tone. Amid the racing of her heart, she realized he was still holding her hands. He seemed in no hurry to let go.


  Here was the moment, then, to speak. Here was the time to admit to him—to herself—that this had become more than a moment’s curiosity, more than an idle attraction.


  She pulled away. “I’m sorry.”


  His voice was quiet. “Then you don’t—”


  One word. Easy enough to say, to take care of everything. “No.”


  He nodded. She had hurt him; she could see that, and she was sorry, but there was nothing else she could do. He led her back to camp in silence.


  ***


  She wanted to go to her tent right after they finished dinner, but even though she could have made an easy excuse and fled, something kept her sitting by the fire. She felt like she had to say something else to him, something that would make things feel right and comfortable again. But she had no idea what.


  She glanced at Rafael. He had been fiddling with a kettle over the fire, adding something to the hot water, and now he poured the results into two mugs and handed one to her. She took it eagerly, but the steam rising from the cup smelled nothing like the coffee she’d been hoping for.


  “What is this?” It looked like tea, at least as far as she knew. She’d never bothered with hot tea—coffee was faster and simpler, at least for people like her who weren’t into all the pretentious variations.


  “Yerba maté,” he said. “Keeps you going like coffee, but better for you.” His hands engulfed his own mug as he took a sip. “Try it.”


  She sipped it warily. It had a sharp, grassy flavor, but it wasn’t entirely unpleasant. At least holding the mug gave her something to do.


  The firelight washed over Rafael’s fur as he fed a few more logs to the flames. She found herself staring at him again and desperately tried to think of something to say. The other times she’d turned men down, there had always been a sort of satisfaction afterward—not pleasure, but a sense that things were settled and now they could go on without interference. She didn’t feel any of that now.


  “The statue we found yesterday,” she began, but that made her remember that eager flush of shared discovery, that childlike light in his eyes. “The one you called Nacali. I’m not familiar with that one. Was that one of the local gods?”


  Rafael shook his head. “He was a major god. One of the most powerful among them. He isn’t found in many of the written accounts, but he appears quite often in the temple art. There are reports of other statues of him being found, but they’ve always disappeared into the black market. That is what makes this find so unusual. And so wonderful.”


  “He was a fertility god?” To her horror, she felt herself blushing. For heaven’s sake, she’d given lectures on various fertility rites; it wasn’t something she was embarrassed about. Quit acting like a starry-eyed freshman!


  Rafael didn’t seem to notice her discomfort. “Not precisely,” he said slowly. “He was the embodiment of sexual power, of desire and satisfaction. But not fertility in itself; that was not his realm.” He tossed a leaf into the fire and watched it spark and smoke. “My people,” he said, hesitating slightly over the words, “have perhaps a different view of sexuality than most cultures I’ve studied. I have read of some who see sex as good, others as evil. For us, it is both; it can be both. There is the nature of sex as a joining, as a connection to the sacred. A force of life—not just new life, but all life.


  “And,” he continued, more softly, still looking into the fire, “there is sex as power, as domination and control, the lust that blinds those who seek it to everything else that exists. We acknowledge sex as a force of destruction as well as creation, and Nacali is the guardian and the master of that force. Tempting, alluring, and very powerful.” He stared into his mug. “For those who practiced his rites, it is said any desire could be granted.”


  She nodded and ran her fingers over the rim of her mug, trying to think of what to say, until the silence became unbearable. “Rafael,” she said, his name clumsy in her mouth.


  He turned to her, open, waiting.


  “I’m sorry if I… gave you the wrong idea. I just—”


  He shook his head, cutting her off. “I was foolish. I should not have been.” He stared into his mate, the mug still nearly full. “It is a great honor to work with you. A great pleasure. I am content with that.”


  She stood. “I should… get to bed, I suppose. Thank you for the tea.”


  He nodded and took her empty cup. “Good night, Doctor.”


  ***


  She woke in the middle of the night with the feeling of having dreamt, but she couldn’t remember the dream.


  She hated not being able to go back to sleep, hated lying there waiting for it, hated thinking about everything that had happened. The jungle, though never silent, felt strangely muted, the night-sounds farther away.


  She unzipped the tent flap and looked outside. Their campfire, guarded by one of the Onça porters, glowed sullenly several yards away, but there was still more light outside than there should have been, even allowing for the small amount of moonlight that slipped down through the canopy.


  Then she looked over to the temple site and saw the faint glow along the stone entrance.


  She glanced back at the porter by the fire. She didn’t see the other one. Raf—Dr. Toranzo's tent, she corrected herself sternly—was dark.


  She wondered if she should wake him. Theft at this sort of site made for big business, and coming between a treasure-hunter and his quarry made for dangerous business. She’d taken a few self-defense classes at the university, but even with those in her muscles’ memory, she had neither the skill nor the strength to take on an Onça male unaided.


  She slipped out of her tent and went to his. She hesitated—then slowly unzipped the flap.


  His tent was empty.


  She looked back at the light. What was he doing down there? Was he that dedicated, to keep working on the site? Perhaps he was just unable to sleep as well. She’d heard that some of the Onça still kept nocturnal tendencies. All the same, when a glint of moonlight caught her eye, reflecting off the machete bundled with Rafael’s pack, she slid the weapon free and felt better with its weight in her hand.


  She moved down the worn steps and into the passageway. The light was strong enough to find her way easily, and she recognized the steady flame of the lanterns they’d brought.


  She heard breathing then, heavy and animal, and froze for a moment, wondering if something else from the jungle had wandered down into the site. But it sounded more human than animal… Then she reached the spot where passage opened up into the temple itself, and her eyes widened when she looked to the altar.


  The idol was still there, grinning gold in the lamplight. But on the low slab of stone before it, an Onça male lay on his back.


  She took a careful, quiet step forward. The male wore neither loincloth nor trousers, and yet she was certain. It was Rafael.


  She flattened herself against the wall, hoping the shadows would hide her.


  Rafael’s eyes were closed, and as she watched, he ran his hands down the thick fur of his chest, past his belly, ending with both hands cupping a softly-shadowed white sheath. He gently pulled it back, releasing a pink shaft that looked—she realized with a mixture of detached interest and honest desire—very much like any human male’s.


  He teased himself slowly until his erection was a living replica of the idol’s. In the passage, she felt her heartbeat quicken, her breathing hitch in time with his. She wanted that silken fur against her skin, wanted to rub against it. She would be ready; she could already feel herself loosening, opening to him.


  Rafael moaned softly, rolling his hips forward as he grasped the base of his shaft. A pale droplet glittered at its tip, and he smoothed this over the taut skin. She wanted that flavor on her tongue, wanted to feel that heat in her mouth, to feel it throb as she swirled her tongue over it.


  He was close now, thrusting his hips in time with the slow, even strokes of his hand. She could feel, somehow, that he was holding himself back, making it last just a little longer, drawing out each sensation. His next moan had the guttural tone of a growl, as if he were no longer concerned about staying quiet. He paused a moment, stroked his fingertips lightly over the soft curve of his scrotum, then slowly resumed the rhythm.


  Oh, how she wanted those hands on her, those soft pads hot on her skin, and here and there perhaps even the delicate touch of claws… She could not, now, remember the last time she had pleasured herself. Her clitoris, she knew, would be stiff and sensitive, would pulse under the slightest touch…


  Rafael was panting now, a sound that aroused her even more. She knew she shouldn’t be watching any of this; she should have turned around, gone back to bed, and yet she could not move, could not take her eyes from the scene, so private and intimate and secret. At last she watched his muscles tense, watched him throw back his head in a silent roar, and at last, at last watched as each milky jet burst from him, pooling on his fur and the stone below.


  He drew in a ragged breath, then sighed, and the satisfied sound filled the temple. Then, sitting up, he dipped his fingers in the cooling pool on the stone and touched them to the idol’s phallus, smoothing them over the gold surface until it shone wet in the lamplight.


  He was murmuring something under his breath, but she couldn’t stay to hear it—couldn’t bear if he should find out that she’d watched—couldn’t help replaying those images in her mind, over and over, imagining her hands bringing him to climax instead of his. She stumbled back to her tent as if in a dream, or perhaps drunk, intoxicated with the sight and the sound and the sweet-musk smell of him.


  What would he do, she wondered, if she simply went to his tent? Would she even have to speak, or would he know? Could he read the longing in her scent?


  Had he, perhaps, been thinking of her as he’d done it? As even now, in the welcome darkness of her tent, jaw clenched to keep from crying out, fingers smoothing wetness over her clitoris, she dreamed of him?


  ***


  In the sweetness of afterglow, she slept, and in the jungle, her dream-self wandered. The mist that hung heavy around her was white at first, a blinding blankness that hid everything, and then it darkened until what surrounded her was a fog made of shadow. The shadows swirled and parted, and a figure emerged.


  She was Onça, a wide-hipped, full-breasted jaguar female wearing a headdress of quetzal feathers and a necklace of beaten gold that fanned out in rays from her throat. Her eyes were emerald, her pupils slitted even in the wan moonlight, and her dark nipples shone with milk.


  Katherine understood she was dreaming; this was no person of true flesh and blood, not the way her gaze seemed to penetrate beyond normal sight.


  The Onça woman reached out her hand and placed it on Katherine’s chest, right where her heart fluttered like a netted bird. Katherine realized then that she was nude, the jaguaress’s palm warm against her bare skin.


  She looked into the Onça’s eyes, into the pupils dark as shards of obsidian. The jungle seethed and pulsed around them, and for the first time, she felt herself to be part of it, as much as the liana and the monkey and the ants.


  She closed her eyes and felt the touch of the womans tongue on her forehead, delicate as the breeze from a hummingbird’s flight. The Onça’s fur smelled of orchids and warm rain. And the voice came to her from everywhere, more sense than sound:


  You carry a wildness within you, sister. You must set it free, or there will be no hope for either of us.


  ***


  When she woke, everything felt as if it had been a dream—Rafael on the altar-stone, her own desperate pleasure, the voice of the jaguar-woman. But her own scent was still thick on her fingers, and she knew she had not dreamt what she’d seen in the temple.


  She had to say nothing, had to pretend she hadn’t seen, hadn’t heard, hadn’t wanted everything right along with him. And yet she feared he would look at her and know everything, no matter how much she tried to hide.


  Professional, she thought, taking a deep breath.


  Her professionalism lasted for approximately forty-five seconds, the time it took for her to walk down into the temple site. She slipped her arms around him, felt him return the embrace, and held on for what felt like an hour before she trusted herself to speak.


  “You weren’t foolish,” she said. “I was.” She hesitated. “It’s been a long time since I’ve felt anything like this. Since I’ve let myself feel anything like this. I’m used to things I can analyze. I’m not good at… things like this.”


  “Then this is something else we will discover together,” he said.


  They made an attempt to work, but it was distracted work at best. His musk seemed heavier, more noticeable to her now, and every touch set her skin tingling. She wanted to say something about the night before, but couldn’t—it still felt too secret, too raw to share just yet.


  When they returned to camp for the day, she washed as well as she could with a bucket of boiled river-water, then put on a fresh shirt from her pack. She wished, suddenly, that she had perfume; no doubt he would appreciate a subtle scent. Then she laughed at herself, thinking how perfumes had never exactly been on her list of essentials before.


  At the fireside, Rafael handed her a plate heaped with the same dinner as the night before. “They have outdone themselves tonight,” he said wryly. “Remind me to make reservations elsewhere tomorrow. ”


  “The ambience here isn’t bad, though.”


  “Mm… well, the company makes up for quite a bit.”


  They talked about nothing as they ate, and when Rafael came back from returning their plates, he slipped his arm around her. She settled back against him, and she felt herself relax as if they had always done this. She closed her eyes, listening to his breathing, to the porters scrubbing dishes and humming songs. For the first time since she’d stepped off the plane—or perhaps long before—everything felt right.


  Rafael’s whiskers brushed her throat, and she shivered.


  “Katherine,” he breathed, drawing each syllable out. She had never cared much for her name, but he made it sound new.


  She had no idea how—or whether—Onça kissed, but she improvised, pressing her mouth to his.


  You can’t do this. It’s unprofessional.


  His tongue swept over her lips, rougher than a human’s but not as much as she’d expected. She opened her mouth, deepening the kiss.


  You’re acting like a teenager.


  She felt like laughing. I never acted like a teenager when I was one. Might as well make up for lost time.


  She was keenly aware of the faint musky scent of his fur, of the way his breath quickened to match hers. She ran her hand down his chest, her fingers sinking into his fur—he was so soft.


  Not everywhere, I bet, not now, she thought, and remembered the thick shaft peeking out from the fur.


  They pulled each other close, pressing against each other, and she could feel him through the fabric, could feel him throbbing stiffly against her. His version of a kiss, it seemed, was to brush her skin with his mouth, touching lightly with his tongue, his breath warm and shuddering.


  “Katherine,” he whispered in her ear, “if we were alone I would pleasure you here, with this firelight on your skin and only the jungle to see us…”


  But they weren’t alone, of course. “Your tent or mine?” she managed, smiling slightly.


  “Well, I did give you the larger tent.”


  “Very chivalrous of you.”


  “Mm… I think you’ll find that putting women first comes quite naturally to me.”


  Somehow the banter aroused her as much as his touch. It was a dance, a game, and she enjoyed the anticipation as they stood and left the fireside. There was a new sharpness to the air, an electric sweetness of promise.


  He followed her into the tent and zipped the flap closed behind him. Sounds still filtered in from outside—the rustle of leaves high in the canopy, a howler monkey crying in the distance, the closer crackling of the campfire— but these faded rapidly as he kissed the base of her throat and unbuttoned her shirt. He breathed deep, nuzzling her skin; she wore nothing under the shirt. Her nipples tightened as he stroked his tongue over them. Finally he paused and fumbled with his belt until the buckle came free.


  “Traditional dress has some advantages, I think,” he said, smiling as he saw her watching. He eased the trousers down, and she drank in the sight of him. There was little light in the tent save for the battery-powered lantern she’d switched on, and her shirt covered it as she tossed the garment aside, sending them into a warm bluish glow that softened all the shadows. His erection was full against his belly, and once he was free of the trousers, she reached to stroke the shaft, feeling it leap under her hand. He growled softly, as he had when pleasuring himself, then unbuttoned her slacks, reaching his hand in beneath them, cupping her in his palm through the thin fabric of her panties. She gasped and pressed against him, then reached down to take everything off.


  At last, with nothing else between them, he ran his hand along her body, stroking her slowly. “Beautiful,” he breathed. He kissed her breasts, her belly, the rise of her vulva, then pressed his mouth to her labia. She felt his tongue there first, searching, then felt it swirl over her stiffened clitoris. It was almost as she’d imagined it—almost, because it was better.


  He teased her, first licking steadily, then slowing down, then speeding up. She gave herself over to it, and just when she began to feel the first hints of a building climax, he tapered off and raised his head.


  “Yes,” she said, and he moved to lie on top of her. Yes, this was what she wanted, this was what she needed, his weight on hers, his muscles tight against her. She wrapped her legs around him, moving just a bit, guiding him until at last, he slid smoothly inside.


  “Oh,” he said softly, a sound of both satisfaction and surprise. “Oh, yes…


  He moved slowly in and out for several moments, and now she heard only their breathing and the blood rushing in her ears. The frenzy, the need that she’d felt quieted somewhat, leaving her to savor the sensation of him moving in her, of the two of them fitting together again and again. At last, though, she pulled him down hard against her, and he took the signal, changing to a deeper, faster rhythm. The angle he chose lit a deep, spreading glow within her, and she forced herself to form words.


  “Don’t stop,” she said, and he didn’t.


  She wanted it to go on forever, but climax was rising in her, so easy and sweet with his fur brushing the tip of her clitoris. She had wanted this, needed it, denied it for so long, and now her body was tensing to the breaking point.


  “Yes,” he breathed in her ear, “yes…”


  Climax gripped her sudden and swift. She felt her whole body clench as it broke over her, within her, and she cried out without caring if the others heard. Then, as the feeling ebbed, she heard Rafael’s low growl and felt his rhythm quicken, felt him pressing deeper inside with each urgent thrust. He tensed, muscles knotting beneath his pelt, and a wordless cry turned into a roar as he came.


  Ragged breaths became sighs as they both relaxed, and the sounds from outside the tent slowly filtered back in as he moved to lie beside her.


  “I think the porters probably know what we’re doing by now,” she said.


  He chuckled. “They already knew, I think, if they have any sense of smell at all.” He nuzzled her cheek, then her throat. “Anyway, they’d better get used to it. This research could take a long time.”


  “The research out there, or in here?”


  He laughed and pulled her close, and she rested her head on his chest until she fell asleep.


  ***


  She half-expected him to be gone when she woke, but he was still beside her, snoring softly, his fur tousled in places and matted in others, his face peaceful in sleep as only a feline’s could be.


  She watched him for a moment, wishing she could go back to sleep against him. She knew, now, what she truly wanted—or rather, what she had wanted before last night and could only now, in this fragile dawn, admit to herself. She’d had some skittering thoughts in the back of her mind that this was a fling, a romantic tempest that would blow over, and she would go back to her apartment, back to her job, back to her regular life. Now she realized that was impossible, because she wanted to wake this way, next to him, from now on. She felt as if she’d walked through an ordinary door and into a world she couldn’t even imagine, let alone navigate.


  And he felt… what? Oh, she knew what he had said, but how many women had heard the same thing from their lovers, and found out the truth only later?


  Doubt curled cold within her, and she got up and dressed, heading out of the tent and into the mist-heavy morning. The fire had died down to coals, and she stirred them idly with a stick, watching their red light flutter and fade.


  She heard Rafael leave the tent, and a moment later he came to sit beside her.


  “Katherine,” he said softly.


  She laid the stick aside and looked up. His gaze held hers for the space of a heartbeat, and then she looked away.


  “I want you to know,” he said, “I’m… not in the habit of…” He paused. “Well, of… this. I’m not…” He blew out a breath. “Let me start over,” he said, and she felt herself smiling, remembering their second introductions.


  He smiled back, perhaps thinking the same thing, then sobered. “What we did last night,” he said, “I don’t do lightly. I think—perhaps—you’re the same way.”


  She nodded.


  He took her hands in his. “My colleagues tease me sometimes, you know. They say I am married to this jungle, that I will never find a wife. And I laugh back and tell them I have not yet found a woman who can compare.


  “Until now,” he said. “Perhaps they would laugh still, now, to see me in love. But I am. I love you. And I couldn’t bear for you to think that last night was—any less than that.” He swallowed and looked at her with a mixture of hope and fear in his eyes. “Have I… made a mistake?”


  “No.” She kissed his cheek, his mouth, again and again, wanting to laugh, wanting to cry, the whole world broken open and new. “I love you, too.”


  Kisses became touches, touches teased at more, and finally Rafael gave a low, throaty chuckle. “Shall we try my tent this time, my love?”


  “We should get back to the site…”


  “It’s waited a thousand years,” Rafael murmured against her skin. “Let it wait a little longer.”


  ***


  From a professional standpoint, the next few days were fruitless. They found nothing else at the site, but she barely noticed the tedium of the dig. Because from a personal standpoint… well, she found herself humming old love songs as she worked, and she figured that would sum things up pretty well for any outside observer. From time to time, she wondered what she was going to tell her mother, and how, but in truth the world beyond the jungle felt like a dream, a place that was fading as she woke up.


  They traded family stories, tales of childhood adventure, and threadbare jokes that each other’s laughter made new. The dig, the forest—all of it was a mere backdrop for the story they were playing out. No other discovery could compare.


  And then something changed.


  It was so subtle at first that she told herself she was imagining things. Rafael seemed tense and unsettled but wouldn’t talk about it. Even in his lovemaking, she sensed he wasn’t fully there, wasn’t letting go as he had before. Afterward, he would leave her side almost immediately, and she would see him pacing by the fire, back and forth, endlessly. He seemed to be saying something under his breath, but she could never make out the words.


  One day soon after, he disappeared. He was gone when she woke, and though the porters searched, they found no sign of him. She wanted to send them to the place he had taken her, the place where he had been born. She had a feeling he was there, but she couldn’t remember the way, couldn’t describe it well enough for anyone else to find it.


  Near sunset, he returned, crawling into her tent, pressing his muzzle into her hair.


  “Where were you? They were looking—”


  “I need you,” he said.


  “I was worried—”


  “I’m all right. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” He unbuttoned her shirt, his tongue rasping the skin between her breasts. “Please, Katherine. Please.” There was a desperation to his touch that had not been there before, and it both aroused and alarmed her at once.


  At last came the night of the storm, when she could no longer fool herself.


  There had been rain before, of course, but the thick canopy kept a surprising amount of it from ever reaching the ground. This night, though, wind thrashed in the treetops, sending rain pelting down on the camp. She had forgotten so many things about the jungle—the heat, the darkness, and most of all, how loud the rain could be when it drummed on countless leaves. The tent kept her dry, but it could do nothing for the noise.


  She sighed and closed her eyes. If she couldn’t truly sleep, at least she could try to rest. She wondered whether Rafael was awake.


  Vaguely, she realized she was dozing, drifting down into hazy sleep and then back up again. She was dimly aware of odd thoughts and scraps of memory passing through her mind, and then she was thinking of Rafael’s mother carrying him through the forest, wondering what Rafael had looked like as a cub, and imagining her voice.


  Look, his mother was saying—a bright blue butterfly winging across their path—look—and then his mother was the Onça woman with the quetzal-feather headdress, and Rafael was gone, and she woke with the command in her head—


  Look.


  She sat up, and then, for no reason she could explain, she opened the rent flap and looked out at the drenched campsite. A flash of lightning illuminated the scene for an instant, and she caught a glimpse of a creature a few yards in front of her tent. She had to wait for the next lightning-flash to be certain what it was: a peccary, likely separated from its group, its snout twitching as it investigated the camp.


  She reached for her battery-powered lantern and switched it on for a better look. Adult peccaries could be dangerous, even deadly, but this one was young, barely half-grown. She hoped Miguel and Astu had secured their food stores well out of its reach. Satisfied, she switched the lantern off—


  —just as the peccary’s squeal pierced through the rain and wind, a short, desperate sound that cut off an instant later—


  Look, the voice whispered, and she did.


  She didn’t turn the lantern back on, but when she squinted out into the night, the next flare of lightning threw everything into horrifying relief.


  Rafael stood hunched with the peccary hanging from his jaws. Its eyes were wide and glassy—it was dying, but not yet dead. When he took the animal in his paws—


  —hands, they’re hands—


  —it struggled fitfully, kicking one leg, then another, and then Rafael bit down. The dull crack of the peccary’s skull breaking in his jaws echoed again and again in her mind.


  No lightning lasted this long, this steadily, but still she saw everything in blues and shining blacks—and then red, impossibly vibrant, the blood not purplish-crimson as it should have been in the darkness—wrong, it was all wrong—


  Rafael lowered his head and bit into the peccary’s belly, pulling at the hide as blood and rainwater coursed down his body. He was not only nude, she saw now, but aroused as well, and as he swallowed the viscera in great, starving gulps, she saw him move one hand to stroke himself.


  She closed her eyes, but she could not shut out the sounds: a heavy, grunting moan, over and over, as he gorged himself, and the wet, tearing sound of flesh pulling away from bone.


  Look, the command came again, and though she didn’t want to, she opened her eyes.


  He was looking at her.


  She froze. She could not tell if he could see her—there was no connection between her gaze and his—but she could not look away. His eyes were as empty and impassive as the idols in the temple. There was no love there, no speech, no name—nothing more than cold, dark need.


  Was this the last thing the peccary had seen?


  When he moved his hand away, his erection still shone wet and full in the blue light. Would he come to her? Would he want her to satisfy the other need that still burned wild in him?


  Please, no, she begged silently, unsure who she was entreating. Bile rose in the back of her throat. Please, no, please…


  At last she saw him turn and move away, disappearing into the darkness.


  The rain slackened, then stopped, and the next morning dawned clear. When she woke, she tried to tell herself she had dreamed everything. But the peccary’s hide lay tangled on the ground, white bones seething with ants, just a few yards in front of her tent.


  ***


  She did not see Rafael until late in the afternoon. She had retreated to the temple site, pretending to work, hoping that somehow she could be Dr. Goss and he could be Dr. Toranzo and everything would be normal again.


  When she did finally see him, she almost mistook him for Miguel or Astu. He had traded his shirt and pants for a traditional dark red loincloth. He moved differently now, she noticed; each step was tight and guarded, as if he were always hunting.


  He sat down behind her, slipping his arms around her. Her skin prickled with goose bumps, and she cursed herself for staying in a place that had only one way in or out.


  “Where have you been?” she asked, trying to keep her voice casual.


  “The jungle calls to me,” he replied, nuzzling her throat. “But I had to come back to you.”


  His claws grazed her skin where he held her, and she tensed under his touch. “You… changed your clothes,” she said, pulling away as much as she dared.


  “I wore human clothes to be respected,” he said with a shrug. “With you…” He trailed the pads of his fingers along her arm. “I can truly be myself.”


  Except that he wasn’t. Everything about him—his touch, his gaze, even his scent—was strange. Human instincts might be considered paltry next to the Onça’s, but still, every nerve of her body warned her there was danger here.


  He reached to unbutton her shirt. She shivered as the fabric fell away, as he cupped her breasts in his hands and teased until the sensitive skin tightened. She felt his teeth touch the back of her neck.


  “I could be with you every hour,” he murmured, “and it would never be enough…”


  At any other time, she might have taken that for an endearment, but now the words chilled her. His voice was too much like his gaze had been that night of the storm—too cold, and too empty.


  His hands were reaching down to unzip her slacks when Miguel called from the temple entrance. “Dr. Toranzo?”


  “Go away,” Rafael snapped.


  A pause. “Dr. Toranzo, the equipment you sent for has arrived.”


  “What equipment?”


  “I do not know, sir. From the university. There are papers to sign. They must see you.”


  Rafael snarled softly, hesitated, then stood and stalked out.


  Finally she felt as if she could breathe again. She rushed out of the temple, still buttoning her shirt, and nearly ran into Miguel.


  “Careful, Doctor,” he said, steadying her. Then he frowned. “Are you all right?”


  “I’m fine.”


  Miguel studied her, searching her eyes. “Are you sure,” he said carefully, “that you don’t need any help?”


  So he had noticed the change as well. “I’m sure,” she said. “Thank you.”


  He nodded, then went to help Astu with the crates.


  Whatever equipment Rafael had sent for, it was of no interest to him now. The crates sat unopened at the temple entrance until the sun went down, and Rafael did not return. She ate dinner alone, picking at her food while the porters prowled the campsite.


  “There is blood on the air,” Miguel said. She knew he meant that Rafael was hunting again—in her mind, she heard the peccary’s squeal, and that sickening crack—but there was an ominous note in Miguel’s voice that made her feel he was talking about more than just a literal scent.


  Miguel handed her a cup of maté. “Best to stay awake, I think, as much as we can.”


  She nodded.


  “Do you carry any weapons, Doctor?”


  The question chilled her. “A pocket knife. That’s all. ”


  He nodded and gave her one of the machetes, its handle faintly scarred with claw-marks. “Keep this close, then. Just in case.” He said something softly to Astu, and the other porter nodded.


  When Rafael at last returned to camp, he appeared silently at the fireside. His loincloth was torn, and his muzzle was flecked with foam and blood. He sat without speaking to anyone, and somehow his huddled withdrawal frightened her more than his anger. His eyes were clouded and vacant, as if he could see nothing.


  Heart pounding, she rose and went to his side. Across the fire, she saw Miguel tense, but the porter said nothing.


  “Here,” she said quietly, as if speaking to a child—or an animal. She passed him the mug.


  He sniffed it, then wrapped his hands tightly around it. She thought she saw a glimmer of something in his gaze, a bit of the person she knew coming back. When he looked at her again, his eyes were wide and frantic.


  Trapped, she thought, he looks trapped.


  “Rafael,” she said, hoping the sound of his name might focus him, perhaps even calm him. She reached to rest a hand on his arm.


  He snarled and jerked away. The mug fell to the ground, splashing its contents into the fire and sending up a plume of hissing smoke.


  “Stay away,” he said, each word forced out. “Leave me alone.” He backed away from them, claws out, then turned and fled into the night.


  Katherine bent to pick up the mug. Its dull metal surface was streaked with red.


  He’s still in there, she thought desperately. Whatever’s happening to him, he’s fighting it—


  But he was losing, that was clear. Because as frightened as they now were of him, she had seen the fear in his eyes, too.


  ***


  She did not expect to sleep, but exhaustion pulled her under. She dreamt in disjointed images: Rafael’s panicked expression. A mist that blocked out everything. Her hand gripping the machete. Emerald eyes and the scent of orchids. The storm roaring in the canopy. Rafael stretched out before the idol, but this time wiping bright blood onto the golden phallus—


  She woke suddenly to shouting outside her tent, and her throat closed as she heard the smoldering rage in Rafael’s voice.


  “You think I haven’t seen you looking at her?”


  Miguel’s voice, tense and low: “Doctor, in God’s name, I swear—”


  “You think I can’t smell her on you? ”


  “Never,” Miguel said. “Never. We… We are like brothers, you and I, remember? All the times we have worked together. All these years.”


  Katherine eased the tent-flap down and dared a glance out at the camp. Miguel was standing with his hands palm-out, every line of his body trying to soothe with submission. Rafael stood almost in a crouch, as if he were about to leap at the other Onça’s throat.


  Miguel took one slow step back, then another. “Doctor, you’re tired, I know. This heat, this work—it gets to all of us. A little rest, and you’ll feel better.”


  Behind Miguel’s back, she saw a glimmer of firelight on metal. Miguel had picked up his machete.


  “That’s all you’ll need,” Miguel went on calmly. “And then everything will be all right again. You’ll see.”


  Rafael snarled and lunged. The machetes blade flashed, and Rafael’s roar of pain drowned out her cry. He stumbled back, blood staining his fur from a slash across his chest, and she saw the same frantic confusion clouding his gaze.


  “I don’t want to hurt you, my friend,” Miguel said softly. “Please.”


  Rafael moaned and backed away, heading for his tent. When he was gone, Miguel sank to his knees, still clutching the machete. The line of orange light on its blade wavered as he sat shaking by the fire.


  I have to do something, she thought—but what was there to do? There were no doctors here, no police, no number to dial with a trembling hand. And no way to explain what was happening, even if there’d been someone to tell. How could she explain what she didn’t understand herself?


  She gritted her teeth against the sob rising in her throat. Despair would bring panic, and she couldn’t waste time or strength on either. She sat, fists clenched, stomach and mind churning, for what might have been hours. When the voice came out of the darkness, she nearly cried out.


  “Doctor.”


  Miguel’s voice. “Dr. Goss, wake up.”


  She came out to see the two porters crouched by her tent. “What’s going on?”


  “Shhh.” Miguel looked over his shoulder, sniffed the wind with his mouth slightly open, and then turned back to her. “He is asleep now, in his tent. We are leaving. You must come with us. We can get you safely to the village, but we have to leave now.”


  “I can’t leave.”


  Astu grabbed her hand. “Doctor, he is mad. You see his eyes—he is mad. You must come. He will kill you. ”


  “He won’t kill me.” She tried to sound reassuring, but her voice wavered.


  Miguel shook his head. “He is not himself, and you know it. I cannot leave you here.”


  “I’ll be all right.”


  “Doctor, please—”


  Astu growled impatiently.


  “Go,” Katherine said. “Before he wakes up.”


  Miguel swallowed, then crossed himself. “God be with you, Doctor. There is dark magic here. Be careful.” He glanced back at Astu, and the two slipped silently into the night.


  She lay back down, heart racing. There was no way she could have left. Rafael was still there; she knew that. She couldn’t leave him. Whatever was going on—


  You see his eyes—he is mad.


  She fell asleep with her fingers on the handle of the machete.


  ***


  Mist. Spotted pelt. Eyes like emeralds in the moonlight. She recognized the jaguaress and tried to speak. Who are you?


  The only one who can save you, as you are the only one who can save me.


  You’re a goddess.


  A faint smile opened the Onça’s mouth. I was called that, yes. As my mate was called a god. He is the twilight; I am the dawn.


  Her mate. Nacali. So this was your temple as well.


  Yes, and it must be again. The Onça’s eyes were luminous and fierce. Your mate has given himself to mine. He is death; he is decay; he is darkness.


  Rafael’s jaws, wet with blood.


  The peccary’s hide, alive with ants.


  The flash of the machete blade—


  If you would release him, the Onça’s voice returned, you must find me.


  Where?


  In the temple. Seek me, sister, and together we will free him.


  ***


  After checking that Rafael was still safely asleep, she made her way down into the temple as quietly as she could, her lantern casting a pool of yellow light before her. When she reached the altar, she stood for a moment, scanning the ground, looking for any sign of another artifact.


  It was no use. It would take days to comb the entire site—certainly more than the handful of hours she had until Rafael woke.


  Sighing, she went back to the spot where they’d found the first idol. She had no idea what she was looking for, but perhaps there was some clue… She crouched by the hole, sifting clumps of damp soil through her fingers.


  Was there some purpose to Nacali being in this location? She tried to imagine the temple as it must have looked when it was whole, tried to imagine it in daylight.


  He is the twilight; I am the dawn.


  She looked back at Nacali’s site and tried to remember the day they’d found him. She remembered Rafael uncovering it, the first glimmer of gold, the idol’s face—


  The statue had been facing toward the western end of the temple. Toward sunset.


  She grabbed the lantern and went to the other side of the room, glancing back at the other site to mentally measure the space. If the two were intended to be equals and opposites, the goddess’ statue should be here, facing toward sunrise. She knelt and tore at the soil with her trowel, digging in frantic clumps, a parody of the careful excavation they’d done.


  And then her trowel hit something, and the dull clack tingled up her wrist.


  It took only a few minutes more to unearth it: gold as before, Onça, but female, with stylized feathers encircling her face.


  “I know you,” Katherine whispered. “Help me. Tell me what to do.”


  In the back of her mind, she was dimly aware of how ludicrous this was—speaking to a statue, to a dream-woman, asking it for help. But she remembered Rafael’s eyes, the emptiness and the fear. There was fact, and there was truth, and she knew which one she was dealing with.


  She cleaned the dirt from the statue as best she could, wiping the surface with her sleeve, then carried the idol to the altar and placed it—her—next to Nacali.


  “Tell me what to do,” she said again, and she reached out to brush her fingers over the gold—


  —and touched warm fur instead, and the jungle surrounded them, the scent of orchids heavy and sweet. The goddess’ mouth was on hers, her rough tongue meeting Katherine’s own. She tasted of honey and ripe fruit. Their kisses were slow; there was no time here, no hurry, nothing else but a bed of ferns and each other.


  She kissed the jaguaress’s mouth, her throat, her breasts, then pressed her lips to the wet stiffness of one of the Onça’s nipples. The goddess growled low, but it was not a warning.


  Drink, sister. You will need my strength.


  She pulled in one mouthful, then another, sweet and rich on her tongue. It did not taste at all as she might have expected; it was more like light than any earthly milk.


  But the goddess had more to offer, and she wanted more. Desire hung like a mist around them; they drew it in, exhaled it with every breath. She cupped her hand between the Onça’s thighs and sought through the silky fur until she felt a throbbing pulse beneath her fingers. A moment later, she felt the jaguaress’s warm finger-pads teasing her own clitoris, as skillfully as she would have done for herself, knowing just the right way, just the right places, the right speed, holding back, even pausing, then gently stroking again. It was as if they shared one body; she could hear the goddess’ heartbeat pounding in her ears. She was going to come, she knew it, felt the tension building to its breaking point, and just as keenly she knew that the jaguaress was near her own release. She could not keep it back; neither could, and the goddess’ hot breath was against her throat, and the voice was a fierce whisper in her mind:


  Tenaca, the goddess said. My name is Tenaca.


  Katherine arched her back and came, her breath forced out in a wordless cry as her muscles clenched into ecstasy. Her climax flowed through her entire body, ebbing only slowly, leaving her trembling but not spent, a sensation that energized more than it exhausted.


  When she opened her eyes, she realized she was lying on the altar-stone, her clothes discarded in a heap nearby, her fingers still resting lightly on her labia. She turned her head to glance at the statues again. She could still smell orchids and, below that, the goddess’ muskier fragrance mingled with that of her own sex. There was another sensation as well, beyond her normal senses, a kind of otherness to her thoughts. As if someone else were sharing them. She half-expected to look down and see a spotted pelt instead of her human skin.


  She felt a smile tug at her mouth.


  The sun will rise soon. Go to him.


  She dipped her fingers deep, then touched them to the statue’s vulva and left the temple. Her bare skin tingled at the mist’s damp kiss, and she found she did not need the lantern to see. She knew the way to Rafael’s tent; his scent was thick and male and teasing in the still air. She was already aroused again.


  This time, he would be the prey.


  He was still asleep when she slipped into the tent and lay down alongside him, but he woke as she pressed her body against his.


  “Mmm…” His hands rested at her waist, then moved to her hips. He pressed his muzzle into the hollow of her throat. “Oh, you smell wonderful…”


  He had the scent of blood at the fringes of his fur, but the scent of orchids covered it. She stroked her fingers through the soft fur of his belly. He was still flaccid, the pink head just peeking out from the sheath, and she lowered her mouth to him, enveloping him, teasing him out with her tongue. He responded quickly, and soon he was stiff and full in her mouth.


  Not this way, she heard, and understood. But she needed him close, and she knew those signs well enough by now, so she continued for another long moment, pulling him deep, moving her tongue over his hot skin. When he began to pant, she pulled away. She was already wet, already open, and she straddled him, rubbing against him, guiding him inside.


  Yes, she heard.


  The rhythm began slowly but intensified in moments, her hips in time with his. He throbbed inside her, and she made a sound halfway between a moan and a purr.


  Too long, they had been trapped down there too long, unable to see each other, unable to touch…


  Yes, yes, yes…


  In her fever-heat, she felt her tail lashing behind her, felt her nails lengthen into hooked claws. She wanted to give in, wanted the release, but fought it. She knew, now, that there was something else she had to do first.


  Rafael’s breath hitched. Katherine looked down at him and spoke, but the voice was not hers, and as Rafael’s eyes opened in surprise, she knew it was the god looking out.


  “Nacali,” she said, “I bind you. In my name, Tenaca, you are joined with me.


  Rafael’s body trembled and jerked beneath her. She knew the god would fight to hold back, knew just as well that he couldn’t. The mortal body could not be denied.


  “By the seed you spill in me,” she said, “you are bound.”


  He came as she spoke the last words, and she felt each jet as it burst forth, again and again, an impossible amount that filled her and flowed out to soak his fur where they were joined.


  Rafael groaned and thrust one last time, then relaxed. When he opened his eyes, it was as if he’d awakened after sleeping for days. His gaze wandered, found her, and focused slowly, and she knew at once that it was him and only him—as she was only, now, herself.


  “Katherine?”


  “Yes. ”


  Rafael swallowed, then closed his eyes and exhaled a long, slow breath. “He’s gone.”


  She kissed his mouth. “Yes, he’s gone. They both are.” She moved to lie beside him, and they held each other in silence until she touched his cheek and whispered, “Why?”


  He did not look at her. “Because I loved you, and he promised I would have you.”


  “You didn’t need his help for that.”


  “I know, I know, I was—”


  “It doesn’t matter.” She lifted his chin until he met her gaze. “It’s over. And I’m still here.”


  She kissed him again, and neither spoke for several minutes. At last Rafael pulled away and nuzzled her ear. “You haven’t come, have you.”


  “Not yet.”


  “Mm…” His whiskers brushed her inner thighs, and she opened her legs to him. “I think I can take care of that,” he murmured.


  And in the moment before climax, before her body’s pleasure shut everything else out, there came a faint voice in her mind, fading but still unmistakable, over the rush of blood and breath.


  Well done, sister. Rejoice.


  ***


  Katherine took a glass of champagne from a passing tray and tried to nod and smile in all the right places as the museum director gushed over the plans for the upcoming exhibit.


  “—recreate the jungle itself, in a completely immersive experience. Hidden speakers with jungle sounds, birds and monkeys and all that, and then they’ll come down into the temple itself, with the idols in the center.” He glanced over his shoulder at the glass case that held the pair of statues. “Such an incredible find, isn’t it, Dr. Go—ah, I’m sorry, it’s—what now?” His gaze flicked to the emerald-and-gold ring she wore on her left hand.


  “Toranzo,” she said.


  “Yes, congratulations.”


  She murmured an acknowledgment, looking back at the idols. The golden figures of Nacali and Tenaca shone almost unnaturally, as if they bore their own light. She shivered.


  “You were working on an Onça temple site, too, weren’t you?” the director continued. “I hadn’t heard anything about your dig. What did you find? ”


  Katherine forced a regretful smile. “Just the site itself. Stones and dirt and forest. If there was ever anything there, it was all gone by the time we showed up.”


  It had taken the two of them days to put everything back in place. There had been notes to burn or delete, holes to fill and pack down, and most importantly, two idols to carefully replace, one facing sunset, one facing dawn, in the jungle where they belonged.


  She knew she was expected to envy the archaeologist who had brought back these idols. He would be remembered, renowned, respected— everything she’d always thought she wanted.


  But discoveries took many forms.


  The director spotted someone more important in the crowd and left. Katherine held back a sigh of relief and looked to the glass case again. She had not heard the goddess’ voice since the night they bound Nacali and freed Rafael, but now, even without words, she felt a vague swirling mist at the edges of her mind, and then a slow, sinuous warmth enveloped her, relaxing her even as her pulse leapt and quickened.


  She looked at the glass she was holding. It was still half full—


  Rafael was behind her, draping her coat over her shoulders. “It’s not the champagne,” he whispered in her ear.


  “It’s—them?"


  “Shhh. As long as they’re together—as long as no one can touch them— they’re safe.” He chuckled. “But this will be a very popular exhibit, I think. And no one will ever understand why.”


  She looked back at the crowd and saw, now, how the reception’s attendees—academics and socialites alike—had paired off. Glances, smiles, furtive touches, blushes and moistened lips… She caught Rafael’s musk-sweet scent in the heavy air and felt her body responding.


  He sniffed along the nape of her neck. “Katherine, love—tell me we’ve stayed here long enough.”


  She placed her champagne flute on a tray of empties. This place—this world of high-rises and cocktail dresses and university degrees—had been her home once, but no longer. Tomorrow, they would board the first of many flights, heading back to the jungle. Back home.


  But tonight, crisp white sheets waited in their hotel room, and home was her husband’s fur warm on her skin.


  “Let’s get out of here,” she said softly, smiling.


  The low rumble in Rafael’s chest was a purr and a promise. He slipped his arm around her, and they headed out into the night.
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  Thou Shalt Not Make Wrongful UseOf The Name Of Thy God


  The purser still kept in his office the Official Clock of Earth, and anyone who lost track of the date—which was easy to do in space if one didn’t pay close attention—could request it at any time. The problem was, the Minerva ran on a schedule of shifts, and while twenty-four hours still constituted a day, the term “cycle” was more appropriate. Day and night were antiquated, Terra-based terms that no longer applied to the crew, civilians and cybes aboard what was once the crowning achievement of Earths war fleet.


  Well, there was no more war, and Earth had gone crazy in the interim, and so here was Fennrick Eliasson, raccoon and engineer, filling up his “afternoon” with busy work while humming an old song his mother had used to put him to comforting sleep when he was a kit. He ran a soft cloth over the tip of the torch, coaxing it back to a shine. His compressed reflection grew stronger with each pass until nothing remained but clean, flawless chromed metal. He could just as easily go down to the main replicator, deep down in Engineering, and have another one made, but it wouldn’t be the same. His torch burned as hot, and worked as well as the day he had bartered for it. Fenn took tremendous pride in maintaining his equipment. There was a shortage of pride on the Minerva nowadays.


  Fenn continued to hum softly against the low thrumming of the ship’s engines. He’d gotten used to that within days after leaving Earth for the first time. Nights in the infirmary were the worst: completely insulated from the rest of the ship, it made for some pretty bad insomnia. But here, on Deck 26 Aft with a view out the starboard side, the raccoon was as comfortable as he could hope to be. He led a civilian life, did what was expected of him when asked, and made no trouble with the rest of the ship. That was how he preferred it.


  Setting the torch back in its beaten, velvet-lined case, he put his arms over his head and stretched, arching his back over his chair and receiving a cluster of pops and clicks in response. That didn’t sound good. At least it wasn’t painful. He stood and padded around the cluttered space of his workshop to the touchpad by the front door. He ticked a claw on the CALL button. A gentle chime sounded throughout his quarters, followed by an equally-gentle simulated female voice.


  “Operator. Please state your request.”


  “Chiropractic,” he spoke into the room. The microphones embedded alongside each speaker were sensitive enough so that he needn’t yell.


  “Connecting to Chiropractic, one moment please.” A series of tones was interrupted by a crackle as the receptionist twenty-two decks up and a quarter-mile forward answered.


  “Chiropractic, how can I help you?”


  “This is Eliasson, first name Fennrick. Civilian. I need to schedule an appointment for an adjustment.”


  “Eliasson, Fennrick… Gamma-42657, Cybertechnician, Procyon, last seen on Terra 10-17?” The raccoon rolled his eyes and clicked his tongue against the back of his fangs. Gotta love procedure. Then again, if the Minerva didn’t run on procedure, odds were it wouldn’t run at all.


  “That is correct.”


  “What kind of adjustment were you looking for?”


  “Just give me everything again; I could use it,” he replied. Fenn always thought it funny how people requested adjustments to specific parts of their bodies when there was no cost to bear. For his own good, the raccoon took advantage of the ship’s facilities as often as possible. The Minerva had been built a warship, but now had become a city of half a million souls—half a million bodies that could benefit from what the extensive crew had to offer. Working out was fine, but pampering—especially when it was free-completed the package. Fenn would be damned if he’d let himself grow obese and complacent like he’d seen some of the residents of the Top 5, the bigwigs and military gurus.


  “One comprehensive adjustment, noted, thank you,” said the receptionist. “My earliest appointment is next Thursday at 0930 hours. Is that okay with you?”


  “Sure.”


  “Very good then, your appointment is noted. We’ll see you then, sir. Thank you for your patronage.”


  “Yup,” said Fenn, and closed the connection. He knew the little arctic vixen in the Chiropractic office well. Kimi, her name was. Always with a bubbly personality and a freshly-pressed white uniform. She practically disappeared into the thing.


  Fenn left the door console and walked through the workshop into the living section of his quarters, shucking off the top part of his flight-suit work uniform so it hung off his waist. The room was only slightly larger than the workshop, but it wasn’t cramped by any means. Along the far wall, which was lined with windows from bulkhead to bulkhead, were his bed and two endtables. Directly across, on the wall, was the multimedia screen that provided everything from entertainment to ship schedules to galley specials to pornography.


  The screen lit up as it sensed Fenn’s approach, and welcomed him with a friendly chime. A window appeared, asking for a command.


  “Show me my schedule for next Thursday, starting at midnight,” he said, and another window popped up with his scheduled activities for the day, in half-hour increments. The raccoon watched as the 0930 slot, which had previously held a racquetball match with a friend on Deck 19, changed to show his appointment. The racquetball bracket floated around for a moment as Fenn’s quarters communicated with the quarters of that tiger up on 19, and as they came to an amenable decision the match was moved to later that afternoon, at 1430 hours. That was satisfactory to the raccoon, and he left things as they were.


  He was just about to grab a cup of coffee from the gastrocator in what passed for a kitchen in personal quarters when the doorchime sounded from the workshop. At the same time, the scheduler on the screen switched to the current day, and the bracket for 1500 hours glowed red.


  “Eliasson? Fenn, it's Marek. From Maintenance? I have a cybe for you.” Fenn tapped the red bracket on the screen to make it larger: 1500hrs, Jonas, Omicron-57103, Canid, Mechanical Difficulties. How very vague, the raccoon thought. It’s always “mechanical difficulties.” The funny thing was, most of the time the problem wasn’t mechanical at all.


  “I see that,” the raccoon spoke to the room and, consequently, the officer outside his door. “I’ll be right there.” He shuffled back into his flight suit, zipped it up and ordered his coffee—black with three sugars—from the gastrocator; it would be cool enough to drink by the time he got back to it. Scanning the workshop for his regulars—welding torch, wrenches, solder—he touched the green OPEN button next to the info pad, and the door slid open on its track of compressed air.


  It would be fair to say that Fenn was more than a little surprised to see Jonas the Dalmatian staring back at him, a toothy grin on his muzzle, spots spread every which way. Marek, the pit bull to the spotty's side, held the cybe's arm in the crook of his elbow, looking positively bored with the mundane task of delivering a malfunctioning cybe to the shop for repair. Marek was dressed in the navy uniform of his station, with the addition of the two yellow stars on each sleeve that denoted his lieutenant status.


  Jonas wore the white shirt and black slacks of the housekeeping staff. Fenn had expected something more of the dog when the raccoon had built him not six months ago; however, it wasn’t Fenn’s decision to make.


  “Who did your implants?” asked Fenn, meaning the cybernetic eye and left paw of the pit bull. He knew cybe work when he saw it, even if it was covered by flesh and fur.


  After a moment of stuttering, Marek replied, “Uh, Vladicek, up on 15-Forward, all the way up by the Rec.” Jonas watched the two converse with all the curiosity of a six-year-old child. In some ways, that’s all he was.


  Fenn said, “next time you go in for a checkup, tell him Fenn from 26- Aft said he does killer work. Almost didn’t notice. War?”


  “War.” It was all that needed to be said. After their pointless victory, people aboard the Minerva didn’t talk about the war if they didn’t have to. “Well,” continued the pit bull, thrusting the spotty’s arm in the raccoon’s direction, “here you go. Make sure to sign the receipt screen when you close the door. Housekeeping says there’s no rush.”


  “Well, that’s a relief for once.” Deadlines were a big part of ship’s protocol, especially if the cybe was important to places like Navigation, Defense or Medical. Fenn took the Dalmatian and pulled him into the room. “Thank you for bringing him over.”


  “Yup. See you around. God bless,” said Marek before the door slid closed, and Fenn hid his grimace by turning away. He could tell the dog was repeating the words only out of minimal respect. He might as well have not said them at all. Taking the stylus from its holder above the data pad, the raccoon signed the electronic receipt, which disappeared with a thank- you window before returning to its home screen.


  When he turned around, Jonas was already in the bedroom, wagging and poking around at things. Fenn didn’t remember him being this curious when he booted for the first time. “Can I help you?”


  Jonas whirled around, wavering to the right because of the weight bias of his metal arm and leg. He clasped his paws in front of him and smiled again. “No, just looking around, is all.” The spotty seemed distracted by the room; his eyes darted around as if he couldn’t take it in fast enough. “You changed it since last time. I like it.” It was hard seeing the Dalmatian like this: perky, fast-paced, upbeat. That was a telling feature on most cybes: if they didn’t have to be sad, why would anyone program them that way?


  That’s why they put him in housekeeping. Always in a good mood always receptive. It made logical sense. Those still with their original organic brains were kept in positions that fit their faculties. When a neural net replaced the real thing, the jobs had to be simpler, more repetitive. Like housekeeping. Cleaning floors. Fenn thought back to Kemmer, the sometimes-moody, always-methodical Dalmatian he had loved only two years ago. That one night, when you were depressed about losing your first runabout. I replicated you spaghetti and meatballs, your favorite. You told me I was a great friend, the best friend a guy could have. And then you went down on me.


  “Are you crying?” It was Jonas, walking over to see what was wrong. Fenn brushed him off gently.


  “You don’t feel how dry the air is in here?” the raccoon bluffed.


  Jonas cocked his head, his tongue out between his jaws. There were few ways to lie to a cybe. Some were more logical than others. Fenn figured the spotty to be on the low end of the scale. “It’s the same as always. Thirty percent. Why would your eyes react just now?”


  “I don’t know, sometimes they do crazy things.” It was the only thing he could think of that would satisfy Jonas’s curiosity and quell a line of questions of robotic efficiency.


  “I’m glad my eyes never do that,” said Jonas, walking past the raccoon with flexible avoidance. “Hey, you changed stuff in here too! The gas canister doesn’t have the same pattern of wear that the previous one did. See?” He pointed with a claw to some rather indiscernible lines along the canister’s upper curvature. Only something a cybe with a photographic memory would notice. Data storage didn’t quite make up for nuance, though the raccoon’s programming skills were above par when it came to artificial intelligence.


  “Yeah, I had it replaced about four months ago.” Replaced, not replicated, because the machine hadn’t been able to discern the cylinder from its contents.


  “Looks nice,” the spotty smiled. “To tell you the truth, I had almost forgotten about you until the housekeeping managers got fed up with me breaking and pulled the data from my head. Then I was like, ‘Cool, I get to go see Fenn again! ’ So, what have you been doing the past six months, two weeks and four days?” Thankfully, Jonas sat himself on the inspection table and watched the raccoon pace in front of him.


  It was hard as hell to talk to Jonas like Jonas, instead of Kemmer. If the voice were different, then maybe it would be tolerable. But—God, it was as if the ghost of some other person, someone who was not Kemmer in any way, had chosen to inhabit the Dalmatian’s cybe shell. But Kemmer was gone for good, dead-on-arrival at the infirmary where he had been pronounced… and brainless by the time the mangled body had arrived in his workshop. It had taken days, and that was working at a breakneck pace, for the sake of stopping the decomposition process. But each implant, each electrode and circuit he placed brought the Dalmatian one step closer to life. In the end, though, he had given life to Omicron-57103, who would become—at the behest of Housekeeping—Jonas.


  “My life is pretty boring, when you get down to it,” said the raccoon. Talking seemed to keep his mind clear of more bothersome, baseless regrets. Now that he had a moment to think, Fenn could feel how fluttery his chest had become, how heavy his heart sat… like a lump of flesh more than a life- giving organ. Jonas didn’t have a heart; he merely sat on the table, grinning the perpetual grin of customer service and waiting for the next command. But it wasn’t that simple; Fenn had brought the Dalmatian online and he knew it wasn’t simple at all.


  “I doubt that,” the spotty replied, swinging his legs in front of him. “If anything, my life’s boring. All I do is make beds and clean showers and take out the trash. I don’t hate my job like some of the S-1’s and S-2’s do, because they still have their own brains and they say they deserve better. I dunno. Every so often they’ll change up the routine so I can use all of my processing power. Sometimes, if a cybe does the same thing for too long, they’ll fry some circuits and get sent away for repair. Then I’m really busy!” Jonas clapped his paws together, as if in anticipation of an increased workload. At least from the outside, his net seemed to be running smoothly.


  As long as his “patient” was in the right place, Fenn decided to get the peripheral inspection out of the way. He stood and brought his paws together on the top button of Jonas’s shirt before noticing how hard they were shaking. The last time he’d been close to Kemmer (the living, smart-talking Dalmatian), the canine had been the one shaking in an alcohol-fueled lust, biting his lip and too short of breath to do it himself. The raccoon merely stared at his claws and found his way down the shirt. Jonas was wearing a sleeveless undershirt whose white cotton showed only the ghosts of the spots underneath. Jonas lifted his arms for Fenn to remove it completely, and left them up as the undershirt followed suit.


  The raccoon’s mouth felt spongy and impossibly dry, but he wasn’t at a loss for words. “I see the physical therapy has done you a world of good. Where are you, about seventy kilos now?” He wanted so badly to reach out and run his fingertips along the flat, taut stomach with its low hillocks of abdominals that had seen much time in the gym. Where Kemmer had possessed a slight paunch that the raccoon had found endearing, Jonas’s torso was hard and defined. Having a half-mechanized body lent itself to exercise, and Jonas had followed the trainers’ recommendations to the last detail. Where the aluminum plate Fenn had installed once followed the Dalmatian’s contours precisely, now the skin sank down off the edge like the head of a drum.


  “Sixty-eight, actually. The trainers say I don’t need to do any more, but I like how it makes my left side almost as flexible as my right side. Almost. If only they made lubricant for bones, huh?” Fenn nodded, ignoring the bitterness he was feeling, and turned to grab his stethoscope. The doctors examined all the organic components, but he was responsible for maintaining his work on the metal-and-electronics end of things. Might as well get the simple things—heart, eyes, the spotty’s right arm and leg—out of the way before tackling the challenge of diagnosing a problem with his neural net.


  Placing his left paw on Jonas’s back (which was just as sculpted as his front) and leaning in with the stethoscope in his right, he placed it over the thin line of furless scar tissue on the dog’s chest, and listened. He heard a steady beeping, and he was satisfied. Anything else would indicate an error and a stored code in Jonas’s system. “Anything wrong with your heart?” he asked anyway.


  “Nope, nothing. I’ve got all clear on all systems. No codes, no errors, no nothin’… except, well, for whatever Housekeeping wrote on the report they sent over.”


  “Of course,” said Fenn, who hadn’t bothered to look it up because he’d forgotten about this appointment until Marek showed up at his door. “I’ll be back in a minute. In the meantime, I need you undressed for the rest of the exam. Okay?”


  “Yes sir, Mr. Robo-Fixer, Sir!” Jonas sketched a salute in the air, and for just a second it was pure, unfiltered Kemmer.


  “Smartass,” muttered the raccoon, though he didn’t know which Dalmatian he was speaking to. He turned the corner and entered the bedroom as the dog giggled behind him. Bringing the screen out of standby with a swipe of his finger, he said, “I need a printout on the particulars of my current appointment, please.”


  “One moment,” replied the computer in its monotonic female voice. Fenn heard canine huffs and growls from the workshop and was immeasurably glad he had the expertise to give his cybes as much of a personality as possible. It was as close as he could get to the real thing. And it wasn’t close at all. But it was something. The computer beeped that it was done, and the raccoon took the hard copy, leafing through it.


  Periodic shutdown due to paradoxical issues in the artificial logic center. Paradox issues? Fenn had heard of cybes becoming lost in an infinite loop of illogical thought and shutting down to save themselves a trip to any one of dozens of workshops just like his, but he’d never encountered a cybe that had created its own paradox. Paradoxes were organic issues, and where logic ended, imagination took over… or fear… or anger. Three things that weren’t programmable. There wasn’t a circuit Fenn could replace that would fix a paradox; he would have to ask Jonas himself… and hope to get an honest answer. Then again, seeing a cybe try to lie was like watching a cub pronounce himself invisible because his paws were over his eyes.


  Jonas was nude when Fenn came back into the workshop, and this time the sight did take his breath away, even if the dog’s cybernetic parts were plainly visible. On the whole, Jonas’s body was Kemmer’s body, only smaller and tighter. The belly was gone, and so were the little love handles Fenn had loved to grab onto when they were… intimate. If not for the metal arm and leg that were attached by the virtue of nanobots and scar tissue, and that chest plate, Jonas’s status as a Stage-4 Recovery would be nonevident. The dog was sitting in the exact same position he’d been left in, and the raccoon grinned when he saw the “F. E.” he’d soldered into the side of Jonas’s thigh. The welds were holding up well. Fenn had to hold his eyes level as he came around, but it was impossible to avoid seeing the familiar anatomy, and the flood of memories that accompanied it.


  “Your table’s cold,” commented the spotty. “I’m all goose-fleshy, see?” He held up his good arm, its fur all stood up on end. Fenn blew warm air over it and smoothed it down with his palm pad.


  “Better?”


  “Yeah, thanks. I coulda done that, but it didn’t occur to me. Lots of things don’t occur to me. I don’t think about it that way.” Jonas’s eyes, a blue that had taken Fenn hours to perfect, were trained on the floor. He didn’t show the least sign of embarrassment; he had no cause to. His emotions were strings of zeroes and ones, rote at best.


  Before he could think to regret it, the raccoon lifted that black-and- white chin and spoke close enough to his snout for the canine to analyze his breath: “Don’t worry about it.”


  “Okay.” The word was small, and soft, but acquiescent. And Fenn couldn’t find his way out of those twin blue pools. He wanted to fall into them and drown and never come out. Why hadn’t he changed the color? Oh, yeah, that’s right: he had been working with grief, and grief makes people do… things. “So, what did your report thingy say?”


  “Nothing that I could understand without asking you first. Do you know anything about ‘Paradoxical Issues’ in your A. I. center?”


  “I’m not that self-analytical. I mean, I can spit out a code and tell you what it is, but I can’t tell you why it happened.” Jonas was right, though. Anything that wasn’t a full-on android didn’t have enough skull capacity for a fully-functional net plus processing power plus all the diagnostic doo- daddery it took to pick out the reason behind a problem, much less self-repair. Those machines were rare on the Minerva, even with its replicators. Complex circuitry did not clone well. “I can tell you when the first blackout happened, if that’ll help.”


  “It will.” Fenn realized he was cradling the Dalmatian’s paw in his, and set it on the table. Jonas brought it to his nose and sniffed, smiling. It almost looked like he recognized the smell. He did; it was the same cologne the raccoon always wore, but it was more than that: it seemed as if Jonas was remembering. That was silly.


  Chewing on a claw, the spotty furrowed his brow in thought. He seemed to start, then abort, several thoughts before harrumphing with his arms crossed. “It’s hard to say it… it’s in my head, but the code doesn’t want to translate.”


  “That’s alright, take your time.”


  “Do I have a soul?” Jonas was looking at him now, the way an eight-year-old would when asking the same question. That fact made it no easier on the raccoon, who was finding it hard to accept that he had just been asked a deeply existential question by a naked canine whom he had bedded multiple times in the past, before he’d had to reconstruct said canine’s mutilated, brainless body. The Dalmatian had no business asking a question like that. He had no business wondering about it either. But it was what was on his mind.


  “Where’d you pull that from?” asked the raccoon.


  “One day, like, three weeks ago, I was up on Seven-Forward, all the way at the penthouse suite. You know, the one where Mrs. Weissmuller lives with her daughter?” Fenn nodded; the venerable Mrs. Weissmuller was the widow of Heinrich Weissmuller, the designer and architect of the Minerva. When he fell victim to a faulty airlock during the ship’s first space trials, she insisted on taking his place until the ship was completed. Then she had insisted on being present during the maiden voyage, despite the danger of enemy attacks. After the end of combat operations, she had sequestered herself in her penthouse, becoming the Minerva’s official recluse. Now she was mostly an old crazy bat, and head of the ship’s congregation. That was one of the main reasons Fenn didn’t attend services, much as he’d like to.


  “Yeah? Is that place hard to clean?”


  “Uh-uh. There’s never anything to do, but she makes me do it anyway. Seems pointless, but she complains if we don’t do what she wants. She thinks we’re all robots or something. Anyway, it was Sunday by the Clock, and she was all mad and impatient because they had to go to church and she wouldn’t leave me alone in her place because she thought I was going to steal something.”


  “She does know everything on the ship is traceable, right? ”


  “Yeah.” Sounded like typical Weissmuller drama. “Anyway, she kept harping for me to get my tail out, and I got kind of irritated. I couldn’t help it, she was really pushy!” Jonas didn’t need to defend himself; anyone who knew that woman’s antics would understand.


  “She gets that way.”


  “I finally asked her, why is church so important anyway? She got all snooty, said she went there to get saved, and that I shouldn’t be asking questions because I didn’t have a soul to save, it was none of my business. I finished and left, but after that I remember trying to figure out what a soul was, and if I needed one, but that’s all. There’s a twelve-minute gap in my memory after that. That’s when another housekeeper found me and rebooted me. I was on the floor by a bulkhead. My eyes were fuzzy, but they got better.”


  “Here, let me take a look,” said the raccoon, pulling his ophthalmoscope from the wall and shining it into what passed for Jonas’s pupils. The array of tiny lenses and servos looked to be lined up perfectly, and working fine. “You focused?”


  “That’s what my display’s telling me. So, do I have a soul?”


  Fenn cringed again. You used to. Where a child might be satisfied with a simple explanation or a magical cop-out or even “Because I said so,” Jonas’s understanding would require something more substantial. Something logical. Except the further one went on the subject of souls, the further down that rabbit-hole, the less logic there seemed to be.


  “You have a mind.”


  “What’s the difference?” the Dalmatian cocked an ear, tuned in. Fenn could hear the minute whirrs and clicks of machinery behind the twitching blue eyes.


  “There’s a big difference. It depends on how you define what a mind is. You have your body, and your senses, right?”


  Jonas looked himself over quickly, as if he needed a visual affirmation of that fact. “As far as I know.”


  “Well, on me, when I have an experience, like…” the raccoon looked around for something he could use as an example, picking up a set of tweezers, because they were the most convenient thing within reaching distance. He then pinched the top of the spotty’s organic thigh, watching him bark out and twist away.


  “Ow, that really hurt!” Jonas whimpered, bending double to lick at the painful but superficial wound. Fenn gulped; that’s something Kemmer had never been able to do. He had wanted to, though.


  “It only hurt because your mind interpreted it as hurt. I pinch you, pain signals travel to your neural net, it processes and understands it as pain, and you understand it in the ‘feeling’ of pain on your thigh. Same thing with my brain, except I have neurons and synapses instead of circuits and programs. The concept is the same though.”


  “Not *lick* exactly. That doesn’t explain about souls,” the Dalmatian said. “But I have a mind, right?”


  “I like to think you do. You can sense things. You can have experiences, and you can make decisions. The androids don’t have minds because they run only on programs. You have to be able to make choices, because you still have organic parts to maintain, and binary logic wouldn’t always be the best choice for an organic body. You might rip it to shreds, or decide to remove your own lungs one day.”


  “That doesn’t seem logical.”


  “Not to you, but to a limited program, it could be the easiest choice, the path of least resistance.” Fenn picked up a jumble of wires and motherboards. “This can’t recognize the difference between its own metal body and a fur-covered limb. Not unless we give it a command that says, ‘See fur? Don’t destroy! ’ But then, if it goes into battle with a fur-covered enemy, it’s useless. We have to give it circumstances, and nuances. You can’t program nuance.”


  “Do I have nuance?” Jonas was looking at his cybernetic paw with a sour expression.


  “Yes, but that’s only because you have all the organic senses to enable you to make decisions.”


  “So how is a mind different from a soul?” Oh, how the raccoon wanted to go up to Deck 7 and wring that old psycho’s neck! It was hard enough having to find the cause of Jonas’s shutdowns, harder still to keep from looking down between the sculpted Dalmatian’s legs, and just bothersome to try to explain the ins and outs of existence when most of it was based on such an abstract concept as faith. His fingers traveled to his neck, where he twirled a small wooden cross on a hemp string. He wouldn’t cry in front of Jonas.


  “Now, you’re getting into tough territory,” said the raccoon, scooting the squat stool closer and plopping back down. He could feel the tempered mask of his everyday nature starting to crack at the edges. His public face, all the praying and smiling and hypocritical nonsense… it all ended at the workshop door. But Jonas wouldn’t understand his opinions, or his emotions. In a way, Fenn was infinitely glad the Dalmatian was limited to his circuitry. If there was a way to install a neural net in his own skull, the raccoon might just have done it already. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d considered it.


  Jonas had clasped his paws and held them, thankfully, between his legs. “I don’t see how it’s tough. You’re the one who programmed me.”


  “But this goes way beyond programming. You can see that, right?”


  “No.”


  Fenn growled but stared at the floor to dissipate the heat coming off his face. Once again, his heart was coming back to bite him. Why had he put so much effort into Jonas’s net? Why had he made the mistake of letting his emotions get the best of him, when his job could have been so much simpler?


  It’s never that simple when you’re dealing with organics. Consciousness has its price, and that price often is fallibility. Words of the Reverend Joyce, from when Fenn had still attended services. The words rang true every time he remembered them.


  “Look at it this way,” the raccoon continued to the floor. “I have a brain, right?”


  “Right.”


  “You have a neural net, right?”


  “Right.”


  “Okay. That is a physical part of our beings. The part that controls everything we do, the judgments we make, everything. That is the mind.”


  “Well, I knew that,” said Jonas. Fenn raised his head, catching a peek of the dog’s sac on his way up. His salivary glands did an involuntary tapdance and he chided himself for being so base. Not like it mattered.


  “When you talk about souls, you start talking about the intangible. Something abstract. I know I gave you the power to understand abstracts.”


  “Like love, right? Just because you can’t hold it doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist?”


  “Exactly,” said Fenn, impressed that his efforts had not been wasted entirely. “The soul is—what the majority of people tend to believe—is that the soul is a separate entity from the mind, in that it doesn’t exist in the physical world.” The raccoon’s paws waved about in the air as he tried to find a way to express what he was talking about. Eventually, he just shoved them into his leathers. Jonas was studying him dubiously.


  “Go on.”


  Oh, boy. “It’s an abstract thing. The mind is connected to the brain… or net… and the body. But the soul, while part of the mind and body, is still a separate entity.” Fenn heard his own words and how ludicrous he was starting to sound. Jonas frowned down at him, thinking. “It goes back to what Mrs. Weissmuller said. She was mostly right about being saved. She’s a nutjob, but, like it or not, she has a soul.”


  “Why does she get one and I don’t?” the spotty pouted, his tail swishing across the table behind him. Fenn didn’t want to tread down this path; he knew it would end back in Kemmer’s embrace, the gentle arms whose spots the raccoon had counted as he was held, and assured he would never be alone again. God had had different plans, capricious bastard that he was.


  “It’s not that simple. Not nearly simple enough.”


  “I still don’t understand why I can’t go to church. She said that because I don’t have a soul I can’t go to church, and if I can’t go to church then I can’t be saved. Whatever that means. It’s not bad, is it?”


  “No.” It’s not necessarily good, either.


  “So, logically, if I can acquire a soul, then I will be able to go to church. Therefore, I will be able to be saved. Is that correct, or is my argument flawed?” It was hard to watch Jonas switch from cublike naif to coldly-calculating machine. He was flexing his programming, and though Fenn couldn’t argue with his logic, it didn’t hold water in the million-shades-of-grey world of reality.


  “Logically, yes. But that’s not the way God works. And don’t tell me you don’t know about God, because I include that in all my reboots.”


  “You don’t have to be so patronizing about it!” exclaimed the spotty. “But just because I have the information doesn’t mean I understand it.”


  “What do you mean, you don’t understand?” What was there to not understand? It was common practice to insert a basic knowledge of religion and the Bible into all recoveries with the exception of the Stage-5 cases, where it would only burden their logic centers. If a cybe heard a conversation, say, just like the one Jonas heard from that bitch, the information would gel with what he or she already knew. The loop would close, and the cybe might even be able to engage in conversation for a short time. Jonas was saying he’d done that, and it had left him wondering. Maybe that was the malfunction he needed to find, just replace a few small parts and presto! No more blackouts.


  But he couldn’t do that to Jonas yet. He couldn’t do that to Kemmer yet. At the very least, he owed the Dalmatian some sort of resolution. Reverend Joyce’s words would be of no help; the old badger was just as blindly optimistic as the rest of the church crowd. What was the sense in faith without doubt? That’s what made it faith in the first place. Admitting you believed everything and knew nothing… wasn’t that the point?


  Jonas had crossed his legs. Fenn paced around the examining table, putting his thoughts in order, attempting to create something the dog would be able to comprehend with his… special way of thinking. “Based on your knowledge, Jonas, would you agree that everything is a product of God?”


  “God created the universe. Therefore, everything in the universe is a product of God. That’s, like, the most basic rule of existence.”


  “Good. Now here’s where we go astray. Organics and cybes have bodies. They have minds. But not everyone has a soul.”


  “Why not?” Fenn’s ears twitched backwards.


  “Because not everyone was created by God.”


  “But that doesn’t make sense!” cried the spotty.


  “I wasn’t done!” replied the raccoon with a snarl that shut Jonas up, and quickly. Fenn had never seen Kemmer like that; it hurt to see it for the first time, even if it wasn’t really Kemmer. “Somewhere along the line, we learned how to flaw that perfect logic. The soul is part of the mind, but only some of the time. Only God can create souls.”


  “So, I have a soul like everyone else. Mrs. Weissmuller was wrong. Why would she lie to me?”


  “She wasn’t lying.” A glowing, irritating heat flowed into the raccoon’s ears. He clenched his fists. He didn’t like to argue. He didn’t want to be having this conversation. He didn’t want to say what he had to say, but he couldn’t lie to a cybe.


  Jonas said, “Then you were lying. One of you was lying; it can’t be both and it can’t be neither, can it?” The original point of the examination had been swept to the wayside, replaced by the spotty’s insatiable curiosity for knowledge. And truth, if he could get any from this inane conversation.


  “It’s more than that. That bitch wasn’t lying, because you don’t have a soul!”


  “How could God create me without a soul then, Fenn?”


  “Because God didn’t create you! I created you!” And Jonas went quiet, averting his eyes, and Fenn was thankful he couldn’t see the tears that had broken free and drizzled down the raccoon’s muzzle. He took a cloth from a nearby table and wiped at his face. “It’s more complicated than just pure creation.”


  “I thought everybody was born with a soul,” said the Dalmatian in a voice so small it was almost imperceptible.


  Fenn struggled to keep his voice even: “They are. But you weren’t born. You were built.”


  “That’s not the same?” The raccoon shook his head slowly, seeing the tragic downward cast of those beautiful, beautiful eyes. It didn’t look right, and it took a moment for Fenn to realize why: Jonas should have been crying, but he no longer had tear ducts. The raccoon had removed them.


  “But I was created, right?” The spotty spoke to Fenn’s turned back. He nodded.


  “You could say that I created you, yes. I replaced your limbs. I created your heart, your brain, and your eyes. I brought you back to life. It was my j… my job.” He paused, unsure: “You used have a soul. But it wasn’t yours.”


  “You’re talking about Kemmer, aren’t you?” A choked sob escaped the raccoon’s open mouth; he couldn’t help it. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. Cybes did not ask about their pasts. Of all the recoveries in all the months of war they fought, the one who decided to wonder about his origin was the one whose origin mattered most to his creator. Fenn’s heart couldn’t take it, he knew he couldn’t take it. When he turned around he didn’t bother hiding his emotions.


  “You’re not supposed to know about Kemmer. How—”


  “Mrs. Weissmuller again,” replied the Dalmatian. It seemed the woman had a hard time keeping her mouth shut. “It was a different day, before my first blackout. She was having a hoity-toity tea with her church friends. I was cleaning her kitchen floor, and I overheard… but I wasn’t spying, honest! She was talking about me, and how I was better now than when I was Kemmer. Kemmer this, Kemmer that, Kemmer was a bad egg, a maverick, a smart aleck…”


  Fenn practically fumed. That had been Kemmer’s social reputation. No one but Fenn knew his other side. His private side. “He could be, yeah… but he could be gentle too.” The raccoon couldn’t look at Jonas anymore. He focused on a lamp in the corner instead, focused so hard the image began to blur.


  “Did Kemmer die?”


  “Yes.” It rolled out of Fenn’s mouth easily. He found it oddly fitting that the first person to ask him about Kemmer’s death was inhabiting Kemmer’s old body.


  “What happened?” No pat on the back, no apologetic condolences. Just the robotic efficiency of Jonas. Perhaps it was for the best.


  “I don’t think this is something you should know about.” It was weak and vague, but it was worth a shot. Better than having to relive the memory through the telling. But Jonas wasn’t so easily convinced.


  “Fenn, you put my mind in a dead body. I knew that’s how it was from the moment you booted me up. I’ve been shutting down because things don’t make sense to me. Don’t you usually alter the facts of a paradox to give it a logical resolution? ”


  “Or you skip it entirely and wipe the memory banks clean, reprogramming the neural net to accept only limited data.” The words stung, and the raccoon could hear the venom coating Jonas’s reply.


  “You wouldn’t do that. That’s not fair to me or to you. Because you’re hurting about something and it would hurt a lot more if you buried it deeper.”


  “I met Kemmer a little over a year ago,” Fenn spoke to the walls as he paced, arms crossed close to his chest, stolid as he could be. “We really hit it off.” He decided to leave out the fact he had fallen head-over-tail in love with the brash risk-taker. How they had played basketball in the rec center for a week before Kemmer asked him over for a movie. And how, during said movie, the Dalmatian had pulled back one leg of his shorts and just… just looked at him, smiling.


  I knew it all week long, Fenn. Don’t think I couldn’t smell it all over you. Here it is, yours for the taking.


  “You had a relationship.” Jonas brought a paw to his muzzle. He must have put the whole puzzle together in that one moment. “I didn’t know.”


  “How could you? You were never supposed to find out.” If Jonas were anyone else, anyone with a stricter programming matrix, he would have to format and start over with a blank slate. He looked at Jonas, at his attentive stare that was at the same time so depthlessly naive, and knew that there was still a little bit of Kemmer in there somewhere… not in the physical sense, but in a way he could only feel. He couldn’t describe it and he didn’t want to. It was just there, and he was satisfied.


  “He was a gunner. Uh, a sharpshooter trained for the turrets during recon missions in the later stages of the war. He didn’t join up until later on, when the Minerva needed more offense missions. It suited him.”


  “He was extroverted?” That was an understatement. Walking down the passageways, he’d been a dog’s dog. Wore clothes that clung to his arms, made crude jokes in the galley with his buddies. Nobody would have pegged him as a male-male kind of guy, but when the subject inevitably came up, he sloughed it off as if he were the normal one. There were never any questions.


  “He was soldier material. He trained in sniper tactics and recon before signing onto the Minerva. We went two and a half years without passing each other. Then, one day, we were in church, sitting next to each other. Just like that.” Fenn couldn’t remember what the sermon had been about that day, nor did he care. He only saw a vignette, with Kemmer in the center as the edges faded away to a dark blur. Kemmer, who had tapped his shoulder and sent his fur on end all the way down his spine.


  Hey bud, you got the page number for “How Great Thou Art?” Damn acolyte kids ran out of flyers.


  A week later, as the end credits rolled, he had been gasping for breath through his wadded-up leathers as he felt the Dalmatian swell, then breach him.


  Fenn smoothed down his arms and continued, strengthened by the memory. “Things went… well. It was never so serious that he would skip duty, and I wouldn’t have let him. That’s why, about nine months ago, I let him go when he told me HQ wanted to move him to active recon. For security reasons, they said. Kemmer said they just didn’t want to deal with mourners if he turned up dead and had to be recovered.”


  “But…” Jonas started, but the raccoon stopped him with a knowing, bitter smile.


  “They didn’t know it was me. I heard nothing from him for three months, and then he showed up at my doorstep. It… was probably the worst day of my life.” The image threatened to enter his mind, but for once he looked at Jonas and felt happier. Anything was better than Kemmer’s body, crushed and eyeless, on a stainless steel gurney, flopping as it was wheeled in and signed over. When Fenn had tried to hold the Dalmatian’s paw, it had been freezing cold. It had taken him some time to collect himself.


  “You couldn’t refuse?”


  “And tell them the truth? That was too much trouble with the military HQ. I figured if I shut up and did my job… that if I did a good enough job… I might make a difference.” A soft, delicate paw—a warm paw—settled on his shoulder, and for a split second it was Kemmer. But the raccoon couldn’t turn around. He didn’t want to let it go. He held the touch in his mind, in his soul, and faced Jonas.


  The spotty spoke: “I think you made a difference, for what it’s worth.” They were both silent for what seemed to be too long.


  “Kemmer went on a routine test flight. There was no threat; he was just calibrating the guns for accuracy. Some minute piece of rock was flying… it was too fast to detect… and sliced through the hull on one side of his ship. Sent the whole bulkhead inward, crushed everything… well, you know what I had to replace.” Jonas rubbed his robotic right arm. “The, uh, pressure ruined (exploded) his brain and eyes. They said it was instantaneous. I have to believe that.”


  “And then you built me, huh?”


  “Took me the entire day. I couldn’t stand to see Kemmer’s body like that. It gave me incentive to bring him back to life. As much as I could. I saved what was salvageable. The nanobots took effect not too long before I would have lost the muscle and skin tissue. You almost didn’t exist.” Fenn felt it unnecessary to tell the Dalmatian he hadn’t been able to approach that pace of work, not by a long shot, since the day he brought Jonas online.


  The spotty was silent, his attention diverted. Kemmer had sometimes been like that before asking existential questions of his own. Sometimes it was just before he jumped Fenn’s bones. “So… all I am is a computer mind in Kemmer’s body?”


  “Uh… in a purely physical sense, yeah, but…”


  “And Kemmer was gone when you started working on me?”


  “Yes.”


  “So, you could say his soul was gone too. Up in heaven.”


  “That’s what I like to believe.” In fact, Fenn had never been able to bring himself to think of hell in the way it was taught to the churchgoers. Purgatory, maybe, but hell just seemed so… unnecessarily punitive.


  “And then you built me in his body. You put my mind in his body.”


  “Didn’t I say that already?


  “And you created life in this body again, right? And a being that is created with life and a mind, therefore has a soul, correct?” Fenn’s mind spun with Jonas’s intense barrage of questions. He was impressed with the ferocity of progressive logic coming from a brain he had programmed. He never thought it capable of this kind of semi-abstract thought. But so far, he couldn’t deny that every statement was logical in itself.


  “You could say that, technically—”


  “Then, I propose that you are God.” At first, the blatant ludicrousness of this out of Jonas’s mouth failed to register in the raccoon’s ears. But when he finally listened, and saw the Dalmatian half-leaning on his table waiting for him to concede, he felt a deep swelling of anger rising from his gut.


  “You can’t possibly mean that. Tell me you didn’t just use a string of logical statements to lead to a complete and utter blasphemy—” The spotty’s ears flattened back along the curve of his skull, his face turning down into the rictus of a child scorned.


  “Just because I don’t have a real brain doesn’t mean I’m stupid, Fenn! You’re the one who put all this in my head, remember? How can you have a problem with a perfectly good solution to a paradox that’s been shutting me down for weeks?”


  Fenn was nose-to-nose with Jonas, with Kemmer, with whomever this thing was standing before him using the name of the Lord in the vainest sense he could imagine. “You can’t just go around calling people God! Even if you think it’s the answer to your problem, even if it’s the most logical conclusion you come to, there are certain things that just… aren’t… true!"


  “You’re just mad that I thought of it, and you can’t deny the sense it makes,” Jonas retorted, standing his ground, the insubordination intimidating and purposeful. “Gods create souls. You created mine. It’s not an organic soul, but based on the conversation we just had—”


  “You don’t have a soul, based on the conversation we just had, Jonas,” Fenn snarled low in his throat. “I’m pretty sure I didn’t miss-speak. And I know I’m sure you understood me.”


  “Yeah, I did understand. Perfectly. You talked about all this faith, and believing even when the facts don’t support it all the way. And here I am, giving you an argument supported on all sides by facts that you just gave to me, and now you’re refuting yourself. Why’s that?”


  And Fenn, all of a sudden, didn’t have an answer. He didn’t have the luxury of having the mental equivalent of a stenograph, and his emotions were clouding what judgment remained. He looked away and sighed. “There… there are rules to this. Rules you wouldn’t understand. Faith is such an abstract thing, even for me. I can’t program morality, Jonas. That’s something you have to find on your own. But people shouldn’t lie, shouldn’t steal or covet, and you don’t throw God around like he’s the last word. You can get in serious trouble.” It was taking an unusual amount of strength for the raccoon to keep his voice even. Anger and sadness, even resentment… all three vied for attention in his mind.


  The Dalmatian still didn’t believe what Fenn was explaining. “I know you can’t program morality, but I sure as hell—heck—know what it is. I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t believe it. You can’t give me a better solution because you have all those emotions in the way.”


  “But you’re just not right, Jonas. You don’t see me turning water into wine, do you? I don’t perform miracles, I do my job.”


  “And I’m saying your job is to be God, because you—”


  “I am not God!" Fenn fumed, his claws digging holes into his shaking, clenched fists. He wished he was, though. He could bring back the Dalmatian he had known and loved. “You had better stop bastardizing the most sacred scripture we have before you have us both sent to the brig.”


  Jonas recoiled, his eyes narrowed. It almost looked like he was about to cry. “I’m not! What does it matter? God, God, God, God, okay? Who said there was only one God, only The God, huh? You can say all you want, Fenn. The fact of the matter, the fact you won’t believe because it’s true, is that you’re a god. You’re my god. Fuck blasphemy.”


  Fenn’s paw was open, but he sent the Dalmatian reeling back against the table all the same. He didn’t want to hear any more; it hurt his head and it hurt his heart even more. This wasn’t the same Jonas he’d sent out to duties.


  This was artificial intelligence gone awry. This was the result of a grieving raccoon trying to recreate something he could never have, and it had ended up the complete opposite of everything Kemmer had been. It was too much to bear. As a shocked Jonas rubbed the side of his muzzle, Fenn covered his and sobbed into his pawpads.


  “You… you struck me.”


  “You think I wanted to?”


  “I thought you were big on God. Why are you just as uptight as Mrs. Weissmuller? Why are you so upset?”


  “If… if you go around saying ‘Damn this’ and ‘Fuck that, ’ you’ll get a lot more than a strike across the face. You represent my work; you’re my reputation. I can’t have a rogue cybe spouting off lies.”


  “They’re not lies,” growled the canine, still massaging his jaw.


  “Do you even know what you’re saying? All this talk about created souls? Even if you had one, you wouldn’t have much chance of getting to heaven,” Fenn sniffed, twirling the crucifix below his chin like a fetish. “If there even is a God.” It came out bitterly but easily.


  Jonas paused. “What do you mean, ‘if’?”


  “Doubt is as big a part of faith as belief is. It’s almost based on doubt, as long as you don’t get cynical. I was part of the crowd. I knew… knew… God was there. Before Kemmer died. We met in church. That was everything to us. We had God together, we shared God together. Now, I just don’t know anymore.” There. It was out. All the weeks of unanswered prayers, all the self-searching and dead-ends… all laid out in one dirty, unpretty truth. How it hurt, hearing the words and believing them.


  “You two were together? Like, you know…” Fenn nodded, knowing what Jonas was asking.


  “For a time, yeah. Not when he died, but up to about eight months before.” The picture came back to him again, and he was swept up in the warm breeze of happy memory, and he was more than receptive. “We met in church. We had fun with it, we agreed on things. He taught me so much about himself. Then we were attracted to each other.” The raccoon looked back at the Dalmatian wistfully. “And then we loved each other.”


  “You wanted him back.”


  More than I’ve ever wanted anything, Fenn thought. “I wanted so badly to rebuild Kemmer. As soon as his ship decompressed, that became impossible. I was under orders to recover a Stage-4, and I did my job. But I made a mistake in installing some extra circuitry. The closest thing to emotions I’ve done yet. Logic circuits that mimicked organic brain structure. I hoped it would give you more of a personality. I wasn’t exactly successful. ”


  “I think you were. I’m not Kemmer, but I have a personality.” Fenn could not refute that one bit. Jonas had shown quite a bit of personality in the short time since he stepped across the raccoon’s threshold and back into his life. “Doesn’t that count as reincarnation?”


  Fenn couldn’t help but smile a little at the small bit of logic. “I’m afraid it doesn’t quite work that way. The soul gets sent back into another form, at birth. It doesn’t just appear when I flip the toggle on a cybe recovery. Besides, we’re not talking about the Bible anymore.”


  “Says you.”


  “There aren’t any references to reincarnation in the Bible.”


  “Just because there aren’t any references to a lot of stuff in the Bible, doesn’t mean they don’t apply.” Jonas was more correct than Fenn wanted to believe. Evolution. Relativity. Certain types of relationships. Everything that encompassed the raccoon’s life, in a broad spectrum.


  “I’ll give you that.”


  “What was he like?” asked the spotty, and Fenn smiled in spite of himself. He looked up from where he sat on the low stool, and it was easy to remember with the Dalmatian right in front of him.


  “Mrs. Weissmuller wasn’t too far off. Kemmer was a wise guy. Really bold. He wasn’t afraid to speak his mind, and would tell you if you were going too far in no uncertain terms. Brought me down to earth. We would lie in bed (after making love, his mind added) and talk about the meaning of life, for heaven’s sake. He had so many ideas, they were so far out but he really knew how to convince you. He knew how to love, too. He was so selfless. Nobody saw that side of him but me. He loved to make others happy.”


  “I know how to do that.”


  “You don’t have to do it for me, though. You can do it for everyone else on the Minerva. I’ve already programmed that ability into your basic functions. To use an organic phrase, it should be a no-brainer.”


  “I know that. But I can do that for you, too. You gave me the power; I just haven’t used it.”


  “I’m not asking you to be him,” Fenn stood and placed a paw on the Dalmatian’s bare shoulder. As the heat transferred to his pads, part of him wished it were true… that Jonas could log off and restart as the brash, trash-talking spotty lover he had known and whom he missed, greatly, every single day.


  “You really loved each other, didn’t you? ”


  “I thanked God every day for him.” Now the raccoon was talking to himself as much as to Jonas. Not convincing himself, merely stating what he already knew was true. “For being able to bring him pleasure. I just…”


  “What?”


  “I told him I loved him every chance I got. I always still wanted one more kiss. I know it sounds silly to you, but you never stop wanting that one last little chance to say goodbye. I never got to do that. One more… one more everything.”


  Jonas’s—Kemmer’s—eyes studied him, their servos whirring minutely behind the almost-real pupils. Fenn found himself wanting to stare into those eyes forever, like he had done on so many nights while they had pretended to fill in the blanks of the universe. And when the Dalmatian closed the distance between them, he found he couldn’t move away. He found his mind exhausted by talk of faith and souls and nonsense and resurrected grief. He found Jonas’s breath on his nosepad warm and odorless. And he found, once their lips touched, he had never stopped loving Kemmer.


  The room drifted away into silence and darkness as the raccoon closed his eyes and whimpered a helpless little sound, one that communicated a little reticence but a lot of eagerness. The dog’s black lips were warm, ninety-eight-point-six warm, and drew him down to an even level. Jonas’s technique was on par for a cybe, but what he lacked in skill he more than made up for in tenderness, whether programmed or impromptu. When the canine took in Fenn’s lip with both of his, Fenn let it happen. When he probed with his wondrously wet, soft tongue, Fenn allowed it entrance. And when Fenn’s paw decided to roam away from the Dalmatian’s shoulder, Jonas didn’t resist.


  For all their talk about morals and the Bible, Fenn was unequivocally sure that this was something he needed more than he could understand. He’d spent six months wishing for one more kiss, one more anything, and now he had it. But for the metal chest plate, which his fingers brushed now and again, it was the same: Kemmer’s body, Kemmer’s muzzle, Kemmer’s paw lightly stroking his side through his leathers and stirring his sheath like Kemmer had always been able to do. He found a similar hardness when he finally willed his paw to go where his conscience told him he had no place going. When he felt the Dalmatian moan down his throat, Fenn knew his conscience couldn’t be right all of the time. He didn’t even know if conscience had a place in this moment.


  They were both breathing hard when the raccoon broke the embrace. Fenn didn’t realize he’d been crying until Jonas wiped the tears away from his face. They looked down the dog’s chest to find his sheath skinned back by the beginnings of a smooth, pink member. Kemmer’s member. Fenn knew every vein, every contour.


  “Is that the kind of pleasure you gave him?” asked the spotty.


  “One of many. I would give anything to make him happy,” said Fenn. “I didn’t know you could still do that,” he gestured downward.


  “Neither did I. I must be one of the lucky few.”


  “Extremely lucky. It’s probably due to your enhanced programming.” The raccoon sniffed to clear his nose. “But when I said I tried to rebuild Kemmer, that wasn’t my intention.” He had no idea his unrequited grief could have led him to build a program so complex that it could lead to such a genuine organic reaction. Intention or no, he had to be honest with himself: he liked it. He continued to stroke the dog, listening to his breathing, watching his face, watching the pleasure he had been so happy to give… the pleasure he was just as happy giving now.


  “Do… do you really all believe there’s these souls floating out there in some ether, watching us?”


  “That’s what we like to believe. Fact is, nobody knows for sure. But that’s where faith comes in.”


  “So now, do you still think I don’t have a soul? Given that nobody knows for sure?” Fenn paused his paw. “I’m just being logical.” It was, most likely, the smartest question Jonas had asked. One that was surprisingly easy to answer.


  “All I can say is, I’m absolutely sure that I’m sure of nothing.” And that was the whole point, wasn’t it? That faith and belief were all about admitting that you knew nothing, but that you had a strong enough conviction to believe that there was something worth believing in?


  “But you don’t know it’s not true, right?”


  “That’s pretty illogical, coming from you,” Fenn replied, but giggled anyway. He hadn’t heard himself like that since… since Kemmer.


  Jonas smiled, and Fenn could swear he saw the Dalmatian’s eyes brighten just like Kemmer’s had. “Actually, to me it sounds pretty damn logical.” He placed his paw over the raccoon’s, starting up the stroking motion again, shuddering in the selfish pleasure. “Do… do you think he’s watching? His soul, I mean?”


  The raccoon glanced toward the ceiling, as if the disembodied spirit of his lover were hovering above them. He couldn’t help it. He liked to think he still shared his life with Kemmer. He’d had enough one-sided existential discussions with his pillow which, unfortunately, didn’t talk back to him. Of course he thought, to some extent, Kemmer could see, in his own way.


  “I really never gave up hope.” He watched the Dalmatian’s cock, squeezed it as he spoke. His fingers were damp and sticky. It was irresistible. “I doubted, but I don’t think I could ever give up.” What he didn’t tell Jonas was that thinking of Kemmer watching him was the only thing that had kept him alive for weeks following Jonas’s “birth.”


  Don’t you give up, Fenn. You’ve got more balls than that. Read the Book, ’cuz the Book will save you. You just wait and see, bud. Love ya.


  Fenn’s fingers spread, pushed, freed the Dalmatian’s knot. Jonas bucked and splattered his chest with clear fluid. “Does it feel like Kemmer?” he panted. Running his pads over the slick flesh, there was no mistaking the sounds for anything else. Organic brain or neural net, the voice was identical… the lust was identical… down to the last grunt and growl.


  “It is Kemmer,” was all Fenn could say.


  “Would he be okay with… this?” Down on his knees, looking up at the dog he had loved so intensely he could scarcely believe it at times, the raccoon tried to imagine what smart-aleck, lust-for-life Kemmer would have to say. He thought of the intense stare, the confident gait, the reverence and the deference all wrapped up in one tight, explosive package, and could almost hear it in his head.


  Just because I’m not there in mentis et corpus, doesn't mean I’m not there in spiritus. I love you, Fenn. I know it and you know it. Remember that faith thing? I meant it.


  Fenn wrapped his fingers around the spotted sheath, squeezed. The tip was inches away. He could feel himself slipping. “I like to think he would want me to move on. He was a big part of my life, but he was all about not being a burden. He’d want me to find someone else to love.”


  “Like me?” Jonas breathed shallowly.


  “I-I don’t know.” It wasn’t a question about which he could properly think. Not with his heart racing, his pants tightening, his mouth salivating.


  “I think I count as someone else. If… if it doesn’t sound too out of line, I envy Kemmer. If this is just one tenth of how good you made him feel, I envy him.”


  Tears blurred the raccoon’s vision until Jonas was just a black and white (and red) mass in front of him. “He made me want to be the best person I could be. He really loved me, and I gave back everything I could. I still want to.” He looked up at the spotty as he felt himself being petted with a gentleness unbecoming of a cybe.


  “I think he’s still here, Fenn. And it doesn’t sound the least bit illogical to me. ”


  “He always said that love means doing what you feel, because it’s from the heart instead of the head. I could never understand that… until he died.”


  “And you rebuilt me with your heart.”


  “I… I think I did.”


  “Do you think it worked? To do what you felt?”


  “You tell me. You’re the result.” Fenn’s chin lay on Jonas’s thigh. Canine musk hung heavy next to his nostrils. He was losing his already fraying grip on intellectual practicality. And the Dalmatian, who continued to stroke him between the ears, right on his sweet spot, was closing an argument he’d been waging in his own head since the first day he had powered Jonas up.


  “I believe it was exactly what you were supposed to do. I can’t imagine being anything other than me. Neither can you.”


  “No. Kemmer was right. He was always right.”


  “Do you still think he’s watching?”


  Fenn choked out the words: “I know so.”


  And Jonas picked up his chin and looked at him with Kemmer’s eyes. “Then do what you feel.” The dog’s length twitched against his paw, and the raccoon understood. Even through all the binary, all the calculations… despite everything that wasn’t natural about the Dalmatian, Jonas knew how it felt to feel. It may only have been sensation, and nothing more. But the fact didn’t change that he was making more and more sense to Fenn every time he opened his mouth. He missed Kemmer with his whole tense, shivering body. He had a chance to give again the love he’d withheld for over half a year. It might have seemed like a mere action, but to the raccoon whose faith was all but lost, there was a faint trace of hope in the one thing linking him to as much closure as he would allow himself to accept.


  With Jonas’s paw following his head with a firm but gentle grip, he guided his lips to the offered tip and came home.


  ***


  The first thing Fenn noticed was the way the heat from his flushed face drained away once his lips spread open around Kemmer’s dripping tip. Like he was doing something that was so incredibly right, awkwardness and embarrassment were out of the question.


  The raccoon had known it was impolite to stare, but when Kemmer pulled his shorts up from his thigh there wasn’t much else he could have done. It was so sudden, so unexpected, that he felt like if he’d reacted at all it would have seemed out of place.


  “You look surprised, Fenn,” the Dalmatian said as he stroked himself slowly. Fenn watched, mesmerized. A week ago, they had been singing hymns together in church. A minute ago, they had been sharing a movie after a dinner out on the vista deck. “Am I being too forward?”


  It wasn’t that Kemmer was being too forward; Kemmer was being Kemmer. “No, not at all,” he managed. All he wanted to do was sink that shaft down into his throat, but now that it was openly within reach… his heart was in overdrive.


  “I know I tend to jump the gun a little early. But you probably don’t know how much you’ve been teasing me all day long.” Kemmer lifted his hips and shucked off the athletic shorts he’d worn to dinner—formal wear curbed his appetite, he’d said—and resumed his idle self-pleasure.


  “I told you, I don’t take compliments well,” Fenn said, finally looking away. His ears were still plastered back. Two things Kemmer could do well to Fenn were flattery and arousal. No shortage of blushing or erections when the Dalmatian was around, throwing his authoritative voice to others while at the same time whispering dirty little nothings into one flattened grey-fuzzed ear.


  “Just thought I would skip around all the regular flirting crap and take a chance.” The spotty had gotten himself partially knotted now, and the scent was making its way into Fenn’s nose. Testosterone. Ammonia. Canis familiaris. Kemmer. “Tell me I’m not wrong, bud, okay? I’d hate to pull ’em back up.”


  Fenn didn’t just tell him how right he was. He leaned sideways across the bed as the Dalmatian took his paw away, breathed in and opened his lips. The action was so natural he wondered why he’d waited so long in his life to do it. And there was no more hesitation. All the way down past the knot, as Kemmer’s paws pushed him, with not so much as a sound from either male. When he curled his tongue around the warm shaft and felt the first shot of salty-bitter precum across his taste buds, it was like a cozy, familiar place. It was like coming home.


  ***


  Some of that saltiness wasn’t from pre, but from the tears that flowed freely down each side of his muzzle, gathering at the edges of his lips. He was back where he wanted to be, back where he knew he belonged, and if that lasted only a few moments then he would take them and make them his and be satisfied.


  “Oh, Fenn, what the hell is that?” gasped the Dalmatian from above him. His legs shook, as did his stomach. Fenn felt for the string around his neck, and grasped the wooden crucifix hanging from it. Kemmer’s gift, from a past life.


  The raccoon took his mouth away just long enough to say, “I don’t really know anymore.” And down he went again, still unsure of what he was doing but knowing it was something he had to do. For his sanity. While holding the spotty’s shaft with his muzzle, his paws fumbled around before managing to unzip his leathers, which fell to the floor in a heap around his legs. A moment later, he was just as nude as Jonas, and skinning back the sheath that hadn’t already retracted around his member. He felt infinitely more comfortable, but he knew he wouldn’t last long. He sped up his paw anyway.


  Jonas’s muzzle was slack and agape with a silent moan. His claws dug in around Fenn’s ears, merely following the motion of the raccoon’s head because he didn’t know what else to do. He hunched up weakly to meet his creator’s lips with the urgency of a male new to the wonders of oral pleasure. And, essentially, that’s what Jonas was. It wasn’t the way Kemmer had guided him, encouraging and grunting every now and again. But the Dalmatian was no less emphatic in his body language.


  When Fenn started teasing the base of the spotty’s swollen knot with his tongue, the resulting whimpers were an exact match. No matter how much experience, stuff that primal never changed. He grasped Jonas’s sac and teased his hole with a claw while rubbing between his balls with his thumb.


  “Oh Fenn… oh God… oh Fenn, God…” The raccoon didn’t know whether or not that was on purpose, but he didn’t much care as long as the hot length between his lips continued to grow. Did it even really matter if Jonas thought of Fenn as a God, when the definition of the word was as open to discussion as the rest of the Good Book? Unlike Mrs. Weissmuller, the Dalmatian didn’t have the ability to let his emotions run wild with fantasy and scripture. If only the rest of society could learn to apply the same formula to their faith.


  The spotty’s breaths came in short, ragged gasps as he felt the soft sac retreat from under his thumb. Jonas’s paws beat an irregular rhythm on his head, and he bent over as if in pain. A high-pitched, wispy howl, along with runnels of dog drool, escaped at the same time the familiar taste of Kemmer splashed against the back of Fenn’s tongue and coated his palate. It hadn’t changed a bit, and the raccoon kept his tongue moving, his cheeks hollowed, until Jonas’s rear stopped clenching around his claw and there was no more to swallow. He didn’t realize he had started crying again until he let go of the deflating flesh, panting and licking behind his teeth.


  “That’s what everybody’s been talking about,” Jonas breathed, paws on thighs. “What’re you doing? ”


  Fenn’s cheek lay on the spotty’s metal-clad thigh and vibrated there with the movement of his right arm, which was pumping his paw over his cock with an urgency he could scarcely believe. He was barely able to whisper, “Hold me… please…” to Jonas, who silently and obediently slid one paw under his chin while petting him with the other. It was Kemmer doing it in his mind’s eye, though. Caressing him like he had done that first night… stroking the side of his face while they kissed and the Dalmatian’s skilled fingers stroked him to an explosive, messy climax. The crucifix felt solid and comforting in his pads.


  It was when Jonas bent to place a kiss on the raccoon’s forehead that he let out a series of sobbing barks as he came, feeling the rippling through his member, pumping until he was oversensitive and out of breath. He collapsed backwards, out of the spotty’s arms and onto the floor, where he wiped his eyes and collected himself.


  Jonas cocked his head, seemingly unchanged by what had just happened. “I have to say something.”


  “What?” Fenn panted.


  “I know I’m programmed to recognize beauty, based on a multitude of conventional parameters, but watching you orgasm was just about the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my short life so far.”


  The raccoon paused to inhale. “Maybe I should tweak your net. I wouldn’t exactly describe that as beautiful.”


  “I respect your differing opinion,” replied the spotty. “But I like mine better. And if that’s what love feels like, I envy you. What you and Kemmer had, I mean.”


  “Love is a lot of different things,” said Fenn. “But if you talk to a million different people, you’ll get a million different answers.”


  “Do you feel better?” And it seemed like such a simple question on the surface. Of course he felt better, but it was a “better” on so many levels. In his own way, Jonas had brought back Kemmer, if only for just a few fleeting moments, but it was enough for him to bridge the gap between his reality and what lay beyond. No matter how he had done it, but the cybernetic Dalmatian had given him a tremendous dose of faith—faith he had missed, faith he had needed—when he thought there was no more to have. And whether soul, spirit or imagination, he had touched Kemmer again, possibly for the last time.


  And he was okay with that. He was happy. Fenn looked up at the Dalmatian, and it was just Jonas again. They smiled at each other.


  “I feel better than better. I feel whole. People write about this stuff in metaphors, but it really does seem that way.” Leaving his leathers on the floor, the raccoon stood and pulled Jonas to him in a tight hug. He didn’t mind the cybe limbs and metal plate; the fur was just as warm against his own. Metaphor or not, he felt damn good. So did the canine lips on his, the canine tongue around his.


  “So, do you still think I need reprogramming?” Jonas asked when they parted.


  Fenn grabbed a cloth from his workbench and cleaned over the tip of his sheath. “I don’t see a need to. You came in with a paradoxical blackout issue, and I believe the conversation we had… among other things… fixed that problem without me having to do any invasive surgery. Are you going to be able to resume your assigned duties without having to wonder about souls?”


  “If we can agree that no matter how much scripture you spout and how much you believe, nobody ever really knows anything for sure… then yes. Even I can accept that kind of logic. It’s like a comfortable END line.” Fenn grinned. He understood that very well. “I still think it’s a perfectly logical argument to submit that you gave me a soul.”


  With his paws on the spotty’s shoulders, Fenn looked him in the eye. “No, Jonas. You’re a part of this society, you’re a part of the Minerva’s crew…” That was painful to say, but it needed to be said. “And as such, you need to follow the rules. Don’t lie, don’t cheat, don’t steal, don’t kill, and especially… don’t go around assigning god status to those who don’t deserve it. I can’t explain it any clearer than that… it’s just not something you do.”


  “What about freedom of expression?” asked Jonas, nuzzling the raccoon’s snout. Not a trace of Kemmer anymore… it had all been Fenn’s own mind, and maybe a little help from somewhere beyond what both of them could comprehend.


  “You’re free to express yourself as much as you want, but don’t be surprised when you don’t get a favorable reaction. Freedom of opinion counts, too.” Realization washed over Jonas’s face as he made the connection in his own way.


  “So, temperance in all things.”


  “You’re catching on.” Their embrace was interrupted by a polite chime from the door. Fenn looked over at it with not a small amount of bother. When he reached the pad and saw the call was coming from Housekeeping HQ, his stomach did a queasy flip. Tapping the blinking green icon, he answered, “This is Fennrick Eliasson speaking.”


  “This is Housekeeping. We sent you Cybe Omicron-57103 to fix a small programming, uh, something that was causing involuntary shutdowns? Do you have a preliminary diagnostic?” Fenn’s ears went back at the cruelly impersonal language. He looked over at the Dalmatian, who wrung his paws in front of his navel. The hurt there was visibly obvious.


  “No, ma’am. His name is Jonas, and he is not ready yet.” Jonas looked floored as he continued: “In fact, I might need a few days to run some diagnostics and test out some new circuit boards. You know, to make sure this behavior doesn’t have a chance of continuing.” Jonas nodded.


  “Okay then,” the voice sounded positively unaffected. “We’ll call back in four days at this same time. Your calendar should reflect that within the next minute. Is that all right?”


  Jonas nodded more emphatically, his ears flopping about, his tail wagging. Smiling. “That’s perfect, thank you.” The call was terminated from the other end without so much as an affirmation, and before the raccoon could turn around he was surrounded by black-and-white-spotted arms.


  “I thought you weren’t supposed to lie,” said the spotty, the words turned up with his smile.


  “One more thing about how messed up society is,” replied the raccoon, noticing his coffee mug nearby, untouched and long cold.. “You learn all the rules, and then you learn how to bend them.”


  “Why did you do that?” This time, it was Fenn’s turn to fidget. He drew in a deep breath, searched for the right words, and plunged in.


  “I wasn’t entirely lying about the diagnostic tests. But it doesn’t involve getting inside your head and tinkering around. That wouldn’t do any good. I was wondering if you’d like to go to church with me. I think, whatever the status of your soul, you could benefit from some real-world input instead of the rigid confines of data and Scripture.”


  Jonas smiled and took Fenn’s paws. “My memory is very malleable when it comes to new information,” he said. “That would be a perfect opportunity to see where the rules bend.”


  “As long as you take it with a grain of salt. Everybody’s got their own version of God and his rules.”


  “That’s something I’ll have to get used to. So, what about the rest of the time?” The Dalmatian’s smile was knowing, too clever for his own good. Fenn realized he was more transparent than he wanted to be.


  “I was hoping I could convince you to, uh, stay for a movie, maybe? And some dinner, if you’re hungry?”


  Nodding, Jonas grinned toothily. “And I’m just supposed to power off and hibernate out here on the cold, hard table?”


  Fenn looked away, more embarrassed than ever. “It’s been a long time.” For all the healing he’d done, he’d discovered some other, pretty big holes in himself. The loneliness he’d filled with work, now seemed too much to bear again. Jonas was not Kemmer. He would never be. But just seeing the Dalmatian helped. It brought Kemmer’s spirit closer in a way he couldn’t describe. Another abstract concept out of the reach of organic contemplation. It just felt that way.


  “I get that too, from time to time. Probably not the same as you, but its nicer to just be close to people, you know?”


  “Yeah. I know. Do… do you want to go check and see if my schedule reflects that callback in a few days?”


  “Sure I can.”


  “I’ll be right there, and I’ll let you pick out a movie.”


  “Okay!” replied the Dalmatian as he padded, naked, into the bedroom. From the waist up, from tailtip to eartip, it was much like any number of times Kemmer had walked the same path. As Jonas turned the corner, Fenn went to his tool chest. Opening the bottom drawer, he pulled out a small digital album. It lit up when he pressed his thumb to the corner. He had to draw his claw over the pad several times, scanning the small holographic projection, until he found the image he was looking for.


  Two males, one raccoon and one Dalmatian, dominated the frame. Both were smiling, arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders. A gigantic Christmas tree, a Douglas fir adorned with silver bells and tinsel, occupied the background. Anyone else would assume a couple of buddies who were having fun for the holidays. They had been much more. The tree was a holographic backdrop, but Kemmer had requested it when Fenn had mentioned he missed the holidays on board the Minerva.


  It was the only picture he had of them together. Sighing, he tapped the album off and put it away. He was all cried out. He couldn’t stop smiling.


  “Are you coming, or what? I can’t get the stupid screen to work!” shouted an instantly familiar voice from the bedroom.


  “On my way!” the raccoon shouted back, winding through his equipment to help the Dalmatian. Silly dog… Kemmer had been a bothersome pest most of the time, too.


  There were some things no amount of programming could change.
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  Remember The Sabbath And Keep It Holy


  Sammy had noticed Dell years before, of course, as one notices any active child growing into adulthood in the small town of Sinai, but the softball game against the West Side Angels was the first time he really noticed the ringtail.


  It was a hot day in June, the air around the diamond shimmering with summer even though the calendar said it was two weeks away. Sweat and wet grass and beer, the smells of a good softball game, wafted lazily around the chatting spectators and the players on the field. Sammy stood in the batter's box staring down Charlie Grace. The fox had slipped one by him earlier in the game, and he was determined not to make another out. Charlie grinned and flipped his bushy tail from side to side while his wife called from the bleachers, “Strike ’im out!”


  The rat focused while Charlie went into his windup, and it was right then that the ringtail sauntered into view beyond the outfield, laughing with a smaller fennec. Sammy knew the fennec, a kid named Toviah who was now attending the local community college. He’d gone to school with Toviah’s father, what was his name, Malachy. But who the heck was that ringtail with Toviah?


  “Strike one!”


  The rat looked bemusedly at the catcher as he tossed the ball back out to the red fox. He hadn’t even noticed Charlie winding up. Shaking his head, he fixed his attention back on Charlie, watched him wind up, and then caught the waving of the long ringed tail as the ringtail clambered onto the bleachers behind third base. Too late, he saw the motion of the fox’s arm. By the time he’d gotten the bat across the plate, the catcher was already standing to toss it back.


  “Heat getting to you, Sammy?” the raccoon asked as he went back into his crouch.


  “It’s Ma’s corned beef,” the rat said. “It’s settled now.”


  The catcher chuckled, pounded his mitt, and waited. Sammy fixed his eyes on the pitcher, but Charlie seemed to be taking his sweet time winding up, as if he knew how much effort it was taking Sammy not to look at the bleachers. When the fox did throw, the ball almost brushed Sammy’s pointed nose.


  “Ball one,” the raccoon said, tossing the ball back. “Good eye, Sammy. How is your ma?”


  “She’s good,” Sammy said, pleased at the compliment. He risked a glance at the bleachers while Charlie was getting into his set. The ringtail, shirtless like his friend the fennec, lounged back against the bleachers, and even from this distance, Sammy could see his slender athletes build. He ran through the kids he knew who’d be back from college for the summer, and couldn’t come up with any ringtails.


  The air crackled, sounds going dim for a moment, the smell of the field sharpening in his nostrils. The breeze brought him a whiff of Charlies vulpine musk, smugness and joy and confidence. In the stillness of the moment, Sammy saw the scuffed white softball hurtling at him, and he lashed out.


  A crack, and sound returned to him. His teammates cheering, the thud of the possum at second landing back on the ground after stretching for the line drive, the huffing of the rat in right field running for the ball as it trickled along the ground. Sammy stood on first and grinned at Charlie, who shaped a chocolate-brown paw into a thumbs-up before holding it out for the ball.


  “Nice hit,” Cheri, the squirrel at first base, said.


  “Thanks.” Sammy looked at the bleachers again, but the athletic kid was still deep in conversation. The rat felt a curious sinking in his stomach. He curled his toes into the damp ground. “Hey, who’s that ringtail over there?”


  Cheri squinted. “Talking to Toviah? Oh, that’s Dell Marshall. They grow up so fast, don’t they? Mine’ll be off to college too, in another two-three years.”


  “Justin’ll get plenty of scholarship offers.” Sammy said it absently, dividing his attention between the batter and the kid in the bleachers. The ringtail looked up from his friend, and the gleam of dark eyes in the center of the black mask on his muzzle met Sammy’s eyes across the field. Lazily, the youngster smiled, and then the batter smacked the ball into the outfield and the rat found himself stumbling around second base with a tingling in his groin that he hadn’t felt in years.


  They won the game, collecting afterwards at Rosie’s down by the river. Sammy sat hunched over his beer while his teammates patted him on the back, acknowledging the praise only with nods and a distracted smile. The memory of the ringtail lingered so strongly that he kept glancing at the open door, expecting Dell to walk in. You’re being silly, he told himself, but all through the beers, the recaps of the game, and the small talk he usually enjoyed, the image of the kid walking through the door of the bar persisted so strongly that it really wasn’t a surprise when he finally did.


  By that time, the green-shaded lights reflected off of a number of empty seats. Only the three single guys on the team still sat around the pitted wooden table, nursing mugs of beer and a half-empty bowl of pretzels: Sammy; Brad, the possum who played left field; and Pedro, the stocky armadillo catcher, recently divorced. Sammy stood up as soon as he saw Dell, fishing in his pocket. The ringtail glanced his way and smiled, walking deliberately to the bar and resting against it as if he were there every night. “That’ll cover me,” Sammy said, throwing a couple crumpled bills to the table. “I’ll see you guys in church tomorrow.”


  “Tomorrow?” Pedro half-rose. “I thought maybe we could go to the Picnic for dinner.”


  “I’m sick of The Picnic,” Sammy said. “Anyway, I gotta get home.”


  Pedro sat back down, looking at the table. “Oh, yeah,” he said.


  Brad grabbed another pawful of pretzels. “You look like hell,” he said, spitting crumbs on the table. “You should get some sleep.”


  Pedro rubbed claws across the scales of his other paw. “What about the Kiwanis meeting?”


  Sammy raised a dismissive arm, leaving Pedro and Brad behind. The black and white tail swayed back and forth, drawing him closer and closer until he pulled up a seat at the bar. The smell of beer and pretzels gave way to musky youth and soft warmth, as though the ringtail had trapped the summer in his fur. He smiled as the rat leaned on the bar, and even though he wasn’t looking directly at Sammy, Sammy knew the smile was meant for him.


  “Enjoy the game?” he said.


  Dell took the mug of beer from the bartender and raised it to his lips, letting the foam touch his nose. He drank slowly, only turning to Sammy when he’d set the mug back on the bar. His tongue curled up to lick the foam from his nose. “It was better than watching grass grow,” he said. “Marginally.”


  He drew out the ‘a’ sounds in an urban drawl, although the flat Ohio nasality underlay the unfamiliar accent. Sammy nodded. “I always said it’s more fun t’play than t’watch. You should come out for the team.”


  “Ha.”


  Sammy waited, but no other response was forthcoming. “Why not?” he said finally. “You got the build for it.”


  Now Dell looked at him. “I saw you looking,” he said.


  Sammy curled his tail around the base of the barstool. “I was tryin’ to figure out who you are,” he says. “Been three years since I saw you. You’re bigger.”


  “You’re about the same.” Dell lifted his beer and took a drink, then finished it with a gulp. He looked toward the bartender, but Sammy signaled first.


  “Let me get you another one,” the rat said. He pointed to the beer and held up two fingers. The bartender, a beaver named Mike, gave Sammy a strange look but started pouring.


  “Thanks.” Dell pushed the empty away from him.


  Sammy let the silence hang like a slow pitch before he took a swing at it. “You back for the summer?” The kid nodded. “Where’d you end up going to school? New England?”


  “Connecticut.”


  “Oh, good for you.” He pulled a ten out of his pocket as Mike came over with the beers. “Thanks, Mike.”


  Dell got up and smiled. “I’m about done. Thanks for the beer.” He indicated the foaming mug and waved to the two of them. He didn’t look back, not once, just walked to the door and out.


  “Pissant,” Mike said. “I won’t charge you for the beer, Sammy.”


  “It’s okay,” the rat said. “What’s his story?”


  Mike shrugged. “He’s nineteen. He’s a punk.”


  “No, I mean…” He struggled to remember. “Somethin’ with the Marshalls, wasn’t there? Mother died, or…”


  Mike shook his head. “Mother ran off with a furniture salesman.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  The pudgy beaver held up two fingers. “Scout’s honor.”


  Sammy squinted at him. “They still have furniture salesmen?”


  “Those dinette sets don’t sell themselves.”


  “Yeah, but who runs off with a furniture salesman?”


  The beaver wiped down the countertop. “Lonely middle-aged ringtails unhappy at home, I reckon.”


  Sammy looked back to his own tail, uncurled now and dangling behind him. “Reckon you’re right about that.”


  “Say,” Mike said, “doesn’t Vince come to your games anymore?”


  The rat looked down into his mug, rubbing the side with one finger. “He went back to Columbus.”


  Mike nodded, without any other show of emotion. “Sorry to hear that. When’d he go?”


  “Couple weeks ago.” Sammy gulped down some beer and then wiped his mouth with the back of one paw. He looked behind him, but Brad and Pedro had already left. He could probably catch them at the Picnic, if he wanted. “I should get back home. Almost time for Ma’s medication.”


  “You know, there’s folks’d help with your ma.”


  Sammy squinted. “Jeez, Mike, not again.”


  “I’m just sayin’, she don’t want you puttin’ your life on hold for her. ”


  “I’m doin’ fine.” Sammy stood up.


  Mike put down the glass he’d been wiping. “People want to help, Sammy.”


  “If I wanted help, I’d just send her to Shady Grove, okay?” Sammy pushed away from the bar, his thin tail lashing. “I’m takin’ care of her.”


  “All right,” Mike said. “Congrats again on the win.”


  Sammy lifted a paw in acknowledgment. He pushed the door open and walked out into the fading light of evening, letting the anger fade in its own time, not even sure whom he was angry at.


  


  Wheeling his mother out of church the next day, Sammy made his way by scent as much as sight to the stone monument to the Ten Commandments where her group of friends gathered, the bright sun stinging after the subdued church interior. Mrs. Giverny, the kinkajou, welcomed him with a smile; the two old rats, Miss Farmer and Mrs. Calumin, just greeted his mother. He put the brake on and looked around the lawn as his eyes adjusted to the sun.


  Pedro tapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, Sammy. The Kiwanis moved the bake sale to Friday night.”


  Sammy leaned over. “We’ll have to get those lemon bars done Thursday, then, eh, Ma?”


  His mother nodded, in the midst of listening to Miss Farmer talk about the latest injustice perpetrated on her by the Wal-Mart. This week it was something about a bundt pan which, when investigated, had failed to live up to the expectation created by the glossy circular photo. Having caught the gist of the complaint, Sammy returned his attention to Pedro. “We’ll be there. Rest of the meeting go okay?”


  The armadillo nodded. “Nothing much happened. The usual.”


  “How’s Maria doing?”


  “She’s great.” Pedro’s thick claws brushed imaginary dirt from his shirt sleeve. “She’s with her mother in Youngstown this weekend.”


  “She’s a good kid,” Sammy said. “I know this is tough on her.”


  Pedro nodded. “Thanks again for the kiddie bed. She loves it.”


  “It was just taking up space in the attic.” The rat smiled. “Don’t look like I’ll have much use for it, eh?”


  The armadillo glanced at the ladies. “You never know,” he said, lowering his voice. “Adoption maybe?”


  “You never know,” Sammy echoed. He’d never officially come out to Pedro, but he knew right about when the armadillo had found out. Before then, the armadillo’d never asked about Sammy’s private life, except for the occasional “someday you’ll find the right girl,” but after he knew, he skirted the subject so closely and carefully that at times, Sammy would have felt less exposed had Pedro just come right out and asked him. His constant hope that Sammy would someday have a family of his own had doubled in force since the divorce, but he was so earnest about it that it was impossible for Sammy to be annoyed. He didn’t really want a family. He had enough trouble keeping up with everyone in town.


  Pedro grinned at Sammy’s answer and patted him on the shoulder. “I gotta go spread the word about the sale. See you Wednesday for the game?”


  Sammy swung at an imaginary pitch. “See ya there.”


  Mrs. Calumin was talking about something her grandson had just done in high school, something to do with the school paper. Sammy listened with half an ear, watching Pedro amble away. The bushy tail of a fennec bobbed across his path, headed across the street. Something about it caught Sammy’s attention. He followed it to a sidewalk cafe where a familiar shirtless figure lounged at a table, sipping an iced latte through a green straw.


  The heat of the day pounded down on Sammy. He watched the ringtail greet the fennec. They talked briefly, and then the ringtail waved shortly, nodding as the fennec walked on. He took a sip of his drink and then looked directly at Sammy. Even from across the street, the rat could see the smile.


  His mouth felt dry. “I’m going to go get a drink,” he coughed.


  None of the ladies paid any attention to him. He made sure the brake on his mother’s chair was set before striding across the grass of the church lawn. At the edge of the street he stopped, the pavement warm under his paws, checking for traffic. Dell was still smiling at him, iced latte held casually in one paw, bushy tail coiled under the table.


  “Anyone sitting here?” Sammy indicated the chair opposite the ringtail when he arrived at the table. Dell shook his head. Up close, Sammy felt uncomfortably aware of how lean and fit the youngster was compared to him. Softball kept him in shape, but age and his mother’s cooking had padded that shape. On the team, he looked like one of the more athletic players. Next to a nineteen-year-old ringtail, he looked like a doughy middle-aged rat.


  “Saw you looking at me.” He licked his dry lips, then cursed himself. Way to look like a dirty old man, he growled.


  “Thirty?” Dell said.


  It had been several years since Sammy’d seen thirty. He stiffened, looking back across the street at his mother and her group of old friends. “Uh…” All the remaining moisture seemed to be sucked out of his mouth.


  “Why else would you come to a coffee shop?” The ringtail raised an eyebrow.


  Sammy rewound the conversation. “Oh, thirsty. Yeah, ’sa scorcher today. That a latte?”


  Dell arched an eyebrow. He lowered his drink and pushed it across the table. “Hazelnut. Decaf. Iced.”


  “I didn’t mean that. I can get my own.” Sammy looked at the half-empty cup, the green straw that had just been in the ringtail’s mouth, the mouth that was curved in just the hint of a smile.


  “I don’t mind.” Dell leaned back and laced his fingers behind his head.


  Sammy hesitated. He picked up the cup and looked at Dell again, then brought the straw to his muzzle. He tasted young musk just for an instant before the cool, sweet drink flooded his senses with hazelnut, any bitterness from the coffee dulled by the milk and buried below the syrup. “It’s good,” he said, putting the drink down. “Thanks.”


  “You can finish it, if you want.”


  “Thanks, again.” The rat picked up the cup and took another drink. “So. Just back for the summer?”


  “Yep.” Dell stretched his long legs out in front of him, crossing his feet. “Another few years in school and I can kiss this town good-bye forever.”


  “It ain’t such a bad place.” Sammy looked around. “We got a good community theater, and the museum just got an upgrade. Last year, you might not have seen it.”


  Dell snorted. “Did they dust off the fossil?”


  “And there’s the Fourth of July picnic.” Sammy took another drink. “I remember you runnin’ around and laughing at the fireworks.” With your mother, he just stopped himself from saying.


  “I ran around and laughed at Billy Carlisle in a clown costume, too.”


  “He don’t do that anymore.” Sammy watched Billy limp across the church lawn to his car. “Threw out his hip a couple years ago at a game.”


  “I don’t know how I missed that.” Dell shook his head. “Look, I’m meeting Tove down at the theater in a bit. You wanna come?”


  Sammy jerked his eyes away from the post-church gathering. “Me?”


  Dell made a show of looking around. “Anyone else at the table?”


  The rat took another drink to hide his confusion. “Sorry, I have to take Ma home.”


  “Ah.” Dell let his gaze drift back over to the church. “Church,” he said. “Waste of fucking time. I guess she still makes you go.”


  Sammy blinked. Nobody made him go. It was just something one did. “Uh, doesn’t your…” He stopped himself, confused. “Um, father…”


  Dell didn’t seem to notice, or care. “I told him when I turned eighteen he wasn’t gonna drag me back into that mausoleum again.” He pushed his chair back. “But whatever. I guess some people need to be told what to think. See you ’round.”


  Sammy lowered the drink, the straw slipping from his muzzle. He rubbed the condensation from the cup as the ringtail walked past him, the chill in his fingers a welcome distraction from the heat of the day. He knew Dell’s anti-religion rant was a college phase, but it still struck something inside him. His mother, on the church lawn, waved to him, but he didn’t get up immediately. “Dell,” he called.


  A few feet away, the ringtail stopped. He turned, one eyebrow up in what was becoming a familiar expression. Sammy tried to be similarly nonchalant. “Ma goes to bed around ten. Maybe a drink, later?”


  


  Dell’s tongue thrust inside Sammy’s muzzle as easily as if it belonged there. The rat closed his eyes and accepted it, not so much a kiss as a fierce exclamation point of desire and lust. Pressed into the corner between the phone and the back wall of the bar, Sammy groped for purchase on the ringtail’s hips, sucking down the kiss eagerly. His mouth tingled with musky heat, his body quivering against the other, both of them hard as rocks where their hips ground into each other.


  Sammy’s paw found the thick black-and-white fur of Dell’s tail, grabbing it as if he could pull the ringtail any closer to him. Dell responded, tightening his grip on the rat’s midsection and shoving his tongue further down into his muzzle. The thumping bass music of the bar pulsed through them both until Sammy could have sworn his heart was keeping time with the beat. He didn’t want it to end.


  When it finally did, Dell licked his lips, panting slightly, smiling down. “Gawd,” he said. “How long’s it been since someone kissed you?”


  “Like that?” Panting himself, Sammy couldn’t keep the foolish grin from his face. “Years.”


  Dell traced a finger under Sammy’s chin. The rat shivered. “How long since someone kissed you besides your ma?”


  “Not… not as long.” He looked up at the ringtail. “There’ve been others. Just conveniences, you know. Right place, right time.”


  The ringtail looked around the bar, his finger still tracing Sammy’s chin as though trying to memorize it. “And what would you call this?”


  “Steamin’ hot.” Sammy stroked the top of the plush, arched tail, pulling the slender hips and hot, firm bulge closer against his own.


  “Fair enough. Maybe we should take it somewhere less…”


  “Public? ”


  Dell smirked. “I was going to say, less seedy, but I’m not sure that’s possible. How far’s your place?”


  “Oh,” Sammy said, lowering his eyes. “Can’t we go to your place?”


  “I’m sleeping in my brother’s room while I’m home,” Dell said. “They turned my room into a study. You have your own room, don’t you?”


  “Can you be really quiet?” Sammy shifted from one foot to the other, his tail questing against the wall for something to wrap around.


  Dell’s ears, folded down against the noise, rose slightly. “How quiet?”


  “Really, really quiet?”


  The ringtail sighed. His eyes slid to one side and then lit up. “C’mon.”


  He pushed the door to the men’s bathroom open with one paw, dragging Sammy after him with the other. “Oh, no,” Sammy protested, hardly able to believe that Dell was really doing what he thought the ringtail was going to do.


  The bathroom was empty, not so unusual on a Sunday night when the bar itself was mostly empty. It still smelled of piss and soap and beer. Dell grinned wickedly, stepping around a puddle on the floor to an empty stall. “After you,” he said, one paw moving to unfasten the top of his jeans.


  “We… we can’t…” Sammy looked around, hoping or fearing that someone would walk in.


  Dell apparently was thinking the same thing, because he didn’t wait for Sammy. He backed into the stall and pushed down his jeans and boxers in one motion, exposing his soft white sheath and hard pink member. He rubbed a finger up it, straddling the toilet and leaning against the back wall. His tail curled up, the tip beckoning. “Coming?”


  Sammy licked his lips, took a breath, and stepped inside. He closed the stall door, fumbling with the latch and the fastening on his khakis. Dell kept playing with himself until Sammy’s pants dropped to the floor.


  The rat had lost a bit of his excitement. He fingered his sheath, trying to stroke it to life. “Sorry,” he said.


  “You don’t think this is exciting?” Dell said. “Here where anyone could walk in on us?”


  “Sure,” Sammy said, his fingers working harder.


  The ringtail grinned. “Looks like you could use some help.” He took a step forward and dropped to his knees. Sammy’s pulse shot sky-high. Then Dell opened his mouth, and Sammy closed his eyes, and the evening dissolved into a haze of warm tongue, firm paws, and gasping, shuddering climax.


  “Sammy? You okay? ”


  It was Brad, of course. The possum was one of the only other people who’d be in the bar on Sunday night other than the employees. Even though it attracted the same crowd night after night, Brad had hardly missed one night since his divorce, like a prospector panning the same creek for gold day after day.


  “Fine!” Sammy choked out. Dell, mischievously, sucked hard on the sensitive tip of the rat’s spent shaft, making him groan through clenched teeth.


  “Jesus, you want me to give you a ride home?”


  “No!” Sammy shouted, praying, please, please, don’t let him look under the stall door. He hoped Brad were drunk or incurious enough to let it go. “I’m fine.”


  “You sure?”


  Dell had brought up a paw to tease Sammy’s balls. “Just get out already!” Sammy yelled.


  “Okay.” Brad shuffled to the sink. Water ran, then shut off. The shoof of paper towels, the crinkle of paper against paws, and finally the soft impact of wadded paper in trash, and then, mercifully, the bump of the closing door.


  “Jesus.” Sammy breathed out, leaning back against the stall door. Dell got to his feet, little pink tongue curling around his lips.


  “See?” he said. “Wasn’t that fun?”


  “He almost caught us!” Sammy hissed, panting with more than post-coital breathlessness. “Then the whole team would know, and then…”


  Dell smirked. “Don’t tell me you’re still in the closet. Not Sammy Sheldon, Dick For Hire.”


  Sammy’s ears flattened back. “No.”


  Dell reached down to squeeze the rat’s sheath with a paw, gently, intimately. “Sorry. I thought you’d heard that.”


  “Not’n a few years,” Sammy mumbled. “I don’t want to have that rep.” “If it makes you feel better, I don’t think anyone believed it. We just all knew you were gay.”


  Sammy looked at the side of the stall, where a phone number was scratched into the paint under the name “Bella” and the testimonial “sux like a pro.” “But I don’t wanna be that kind of gay. Y’know, the bathhouse — glory hole — turnpike rest stop kind of gay guy.”


  “Turnpike’s a good hour and a half away,” Dell said, his paw sliding up Sammy’s sheath and releasing it. He stepped back, caressing his own member. “My turn.”


  Now Sammy looked him in the eyes. “Why me? ”


  Dell’s tail curled restlessly behind him. “Well, you’re right here, and plus I just blew you, so I figure you owe me one.”


  “Why me, yesterday and today? You coulda had anyone you made eyes at.”


  Dell shrugged. “Dunno. Why do anything? You’re different.”


  Sammy stepped forward. Slowly, he reached out and took the ringtail’s thick member in his paw. “Well, I appreciate it,” he said. His fingers knew the right motions, but he played with his strokes, watching Dell’s reactions to see where he was most sensitive.


  The problem was that Dell didn’t react much at all. Sammy wouldn’t have even been sure he was enjoying the strokes if his shaft weren’t getting hotter and harder with every stroke. Finally, getting nervous about the time, he knelt to take Dell into his muzzle.


  “Hey,” Dell said. Sammy looked up to see the ringtail tapping his front teeth. “You’re not gonna scrape me with those, are you?”


  “No.” Sammy tried to sound scornful. “I’ve had practice.” But Dell’s comment made him self-conscious, so when he took the ringtail’s erection between his lips at the side of his muzzle, he moved too carefully, hyper-aware of his large incisors. To make up for that, he gripped the base of Dell’s shaft, squeezing it as he slid it back and forth through his lips. He liked the taste of Dell, spicy and exotic, so he focused on that, pushing away the other smells in the bathroom.


  That helped them both. Sammy got into it, pressing himself right up against the sweaty fur and losing himself in the scent, the taut muscles that rippled as Dell shifted with increasing frequency. When Sammy got a moan, he considered that a victory, redoubling his efforts. He shut out the bathroom, the bar, everything but Dell and the thick male shaft in his mouth. His tongue curled up around it, teasing more pre out of it, feeling the ridges that were distinctive but familiar, a different pattern but the same shape. And just like all the others, he felt it tighten, tense, drip onto his tongue, and then, with Dell’s shuddering raspy moans, fill his mouth with warm musky spice.


  He held the ringtail’s hips and sucked hard on the spasming shaft, swallowing as fast as his mouth filled. His fingers gripped the hard angle of Dell’s hips, shaking so hard the door was banging on its hinges. The banging, Sammy seemed to understand slowly, was probably not a good thing. But he didn’t care, so much. He got to his feet, a little unsteady, grinning in the flush of his own climax and the taste in his mouth.


  “Not bad,” Dell said. He reached out and brushed the dampness on Sammy’s muzzle. He was panting, but just a little. “I think my tail landed in something.”


  Now Sammy became aware of dampness on his own tail, and the smells he’d been filtering out. “Me too,” he giggled.


  “Next time, your place.” Dell unlatched the door, pulling up his pants with one paw.


  “Next time?”


  “Sure.” Dell looked into the mirror and grinned at Sammy. “This is the most fun I’ve had in this town since I got Bobby Martin to drop his pants down under the Fourth Street bridge.”


  “Dick Martin’s kid?” Sammy hurried to get his own pants up. “Really,” he said. “I can’t. My ma never goes out.”


  Dell walked out and washed his paws at the sink. “Well, our rec room door doesn’t lock. And I’m pulling forty hours down at Staples all week while my Dad’s at work.”


  The glow of their encounter was fading as quickly as the warmth on Sammy’s muzzle. “I dunno where else…” He wasn’t used to thinking of his town in this way, searching it for places to hide.


  “Where did you used to do it? I’m not the only one, am I?”


  “No, no.” Sammy paused in front of the adjacent sink, looking in the mirror and remembering. “He had an apartment. Before that… we drove out to Asheville.”


  “Seriously?” Dell stared at him. “There’s nowhere else in Sinai that you could go? What about the motel?”


  “Ma knows the Vicks,” Sammy said, and then added, “the family that runs the motel.”


  Dell made a face. “What about a car?”


  Sammy jerked a thumb back toward the stall. “I’d rather do it in there again.”


  Dell shrugged. “So… thanks for the quickie?”


  Sammy couldn’t think of anything to say. He waved limply as Dell pushed open the door and left it swinging in his wake. Hey, he told himself. It’s for the best. I’m sure there’s another hot gay nineteen-year-old kid just around the corner waiting to blow you in the bathroom. Stupid old queen. Go home and take care of your ma, and be thankful for—


  He jumped as someone else came in the door, realizing that he was standing daydreaming in the middle of the men’s room. But it was Dell, his black-masked muzzle grinning with a slyness that would not have looked out of place on Charlie the fox. “Hey,” he said, “what about Sundays? ”


  Sammy’s heart skipped a beat. The flush of the kid actually coming back to proposition him had to fade before he processed what the proposition had been. “After church?”


  The ringtail leaned suggestively toward him. “Who said anything about after?”


  


  It had been a lot easier to agree in the hazy afterglow of the bar bathroom than to face his mother in the cold light of day. Every time he tried to bring it up, he felt her disapproval before the words had left his mouth. But it wasn’t just that, he told himself. He’d been going to church for over thirty years, the same church and the same congregation. What had he gotten from it? Was it so bad to want what Dell was offering?


  The tenuous argument grew stronger on Wednesday night after the game, when Dell pulled him around back of the bleachers for a quick kiss and grope, and stronger still after Friday’s bake sale, when they found the boys’ locker room at the gym empty and spent a happy fifteen minutes with their paws down each other’s pants. Dell wanted to go all the way, but Sammy kept hearing people moving in the hall outside. He returned home that night with an aching hard-on and a firm decision to give his Sunday morning to the ringtail.


  “You’re joking,” his mother said on Saturday night, the first time she’d actually deigned to address his proposed truancy. They were sitting in the living room, not watching some old black and white movie on TV.


  “I’m not giving up religion. I just wanna spend time on my hobbies. I should be doing more with my life. God doesn’t care when I worship him.”


  Her nose twitched as she sniffed. “Y’last ‘hobby’ left for Columbus months ago. Got a new one?”


  “I’ve already called Miss Farmer,” he said. “She can pick you up.”


  His mother wheeled herself behind the couch. “Pedro will ask about you. So will Giselle.”


  Sammy turned the movie off and turned to face his mother. “Mrs. Calumin could care less if I come to church.”


  “Everybody cares.”


  He rolled his eyes. “I’ve missed church before. Tell ’em I took sick.”


  She snapped a look at him. “At least I won’t be lying.”


  “I can worship in my own way,” he said. “I’ll still read the Bible. I’ll just do it at night instead of on Sunday morning. I’m still devoting time t’God.”


  “God’s not at your convenience. You’re at His. And anyway, it ain’t just about that. ”


  “You just want to be seen worshipping,” he said. “Jesus said we should worship quietly in our home rather than loudly in the temple.” He knew that wasn’t the point, but he couldn’t keep from saying it.


  His mother looked over the top of her spectacles at him. “You take your own way,” she said, and wheeled herself into the den, which had been converted into her bedroom because all the other bedrooms were upstairs. Sammy put the movie back on, but he didn’t really watch it.


  She didn’t come out again. Even when he went in to give her her evening medication and help her into bed, she didn’t say a word.


  He stayed in his room Sunday morning until Miss Farmer had come and gone. The door had barely closed before he’d dialed Dell’s number, and it was only ten minutes later that the ringtail followed him in through the door of his bedroom. He saw the interest with which Dell looked around the neatly ordered room, but he didn’t say anything about the watercolors, nor the framed posters from the musicals or the flowers on the window. He just walked to the bed, ran his fingers over the silk, and said, “Nice sheets.”


  Sammy rested one paw on the ringtail’s hip, tentatively at first, and then more firmly when Dell didn’t object. “They feel nice,” he said.


  “Can we mess ’em up, or does your ma wash ’em?”


  His ears flushed. “I do the laundry,” he said.


  Dell grinned and turned smoothly, falling backwards onto the bed and pulling Sammy with him. “They do feel nice,” he said. His paw found Sammy’s crotch and cupped it, rubbing gently. “So do you.”


  Dell felt good under Sammy, too, really good. It had been a while since he’d had someone else in his bed, ever since—he had to think to remember— the month his mother’d been in the hospital. And it had been longer still, he thought as Dell produced a bottle of lube and a devilish smile, since he’d had someone else under his tail.


  But practice, it turned out, was not all that important. Dell stayed on his back, hips lifting Sammy as he thrust deep into the rat. Sammy’s tail slapped against the wood of the bedframe, up and down, keeping the beat of their lovemaking. Even though he was kneeling on the bed, straddling the young, slender body below him.


  Dell’s stomach and chest were a field of soft ivory, broken by the pink of Sammy’s erection and the beige of the ringtail’s paw curving around it, sliding back and forth in warm, attentive strokes. The black mask of his eyes against Sammy’s soft blue pillowcase looked less distant, more focused on Sammy, his lazy smile belying the tautness in his muscles, from the bunched shoulders bracing himself to the lines in his stomach (no doubt at least partly clenched to show off) to the force lifting Sammy upward with every thrust.


  With all the rest of them stripped away, that was what Sammy saw: the youth and fire driving into him, the soft whites a mirror of each other, his grey fur an older version of Dell’s beige, his naked tail set against the lush waves of black and white. With every push of the thick shaft under his tail, every slick intrusion and withdrawal, his body responded eagerly, with a passion he hadn’t felt in years. Dell’s energy was contagious, he thought with a wide grin.


  The ringtail responded to his grin, the lazy smile stretching wider as his muzzle opened to show sharp teeth and the tip of his tongue. He pushed his hips faster, making Sammy’s tail smack the board in quicker time to keep up, and accompanied each thrust with a high moan. Sammy had never been very vocal, but he tried to join in until embarrassment at his squeaky voice made him stop.


  The embarrassment died away as other feelings took over, heat radiating out from his loins to his stomach and chest, to curling fingers and toes, and all the way to his head. He clenched his teeth and looked upward, panting heartily, wishing the pressure under his tail would never end, that Dell’s paw would keep stroking him forever and ever, and then spots of light danced before his eyes and his body crackled with ecstasy and a soft groan escaped his clenched teeth.


  Dell’s hips ground up against Sammy, no longer thrusting, just holding him up as the ringtail stared up, groaning in shared climax. The rat got a good view of Dell, eyes closed, mouth hanging open, his whole body straining upward. For a moment, Sammy felt light as a feather, almost airborne, and then Dell collapsed back to the bed, taking the rat with him.


  The warm, sweaty haze of sex enveloped them, pulling them together on the slick bedsheets. Sammy ran his paws over Dell’s sides while the ringtail’s lay limp on the soft sheets. Sammy’s fingers had always been sensitive, as all rats’ were, so he delighted in running them through the soft fur, pressing against the sculpted lines that made up Dell’s body.


  The young ringtail opened his eyes. “Bet that’s the best time you ever had on a Sunday morning,” he said.


  “Sure,” Sammy said without thinking. He brushed up the rounded plateau of Dell’s chest, feeling each tuft of fur. The warmth of the shaft inside him kept his mouth curved upward. He felt like a fool, smiling down at Dell, but the great thing was that they were still in that blissful cocoon of intimacy, and he knew the kid didn’t care. In fact, Dell’s smile was the least cynical he’d ever seen it.


  “We should get cleaned up,” he said, delicately outlining the stickiness that was trickling into Dell’s stomach fur.


  “Why? You got somewhere to be?”


  Sammy shook his head. “Nah, but…”


  “Yeah, I know.” Dell shrugged, breaking the moment. He smiled again, but now it was tinged with the sneer Sammy had grown familiar with. In a quick motion, he pulled his hips down, sliding out of the rat with a soft pop. “Can I use the shower or do you need me to scurry home smelling like jizz?”


  “Go ahead.” Sammy leaned back, letting Dell slide out from under him. The sight of the lithe body stretching wasn’t quite as enjoyable as it’d been when they were getting into bed.


  Dell flicked his tail and walked out to the bathroom. “Thanks.”


  The sight of him naked in the hall, now that was enjoyable. Sammy felt the foolish grin creeping back just from that image: tall, slender, beige and ivory fur, the easy curves from the chest to the hips, and the flagging pink shaft, retreated just a bit into the sticky white sheath. One beige paw on the door frame, the black and white tail still inside Sammy’s room. The rat lowered himself carefully to the towel he’d placed on the bed and traced a finger along his own sheath, remembering the touch of Dell’s fingers. He closed his eyes as the shower started up, thinking of water running down that tight young body, and resolved that next time, he’d offer to share the shower. To save time, of course, though Dell would see through that. He imagined the ringtail’s knowing smirk, the quick nod of the head as if he didn’t care one way or the other if Sammy came with him, the attentive paws in the shower and the persistence of their intimacy.


  The phone calls started within a minute of Sammy getting out of the shower. He could just see his friends standing on the church lawn with their cell phones. “Hey, how you feeling?” Pedro asked. A couple other guys from the softball team called; one of his shiftmates from the factory, too, asking whether he’d be in on Monday.


  “I’m okay,” he told them. “Just a really bad headache.” The ache was in his gut, though, the wallflower feeling from prom night, standing on the sidelines while the popular kids played basketball. He wanted to run out to the church lawn. Maybe Pedro and the guys from the factory would still be talking there. Then he listened to the hiss of water in the shower, imagined Dell’s naked form soaping up in there, and the urge melted away.


  While Dell was pulling on his pants, the phone rang for the fifth time. Sammy met the black-masked eyes. “Let’s get out of here,” he said. Without a word, the ringtail nodded, got up, and walked through the living room to the front door. Sammy had already locked the front door and followed Dell halfway down the street before realizing that the sun and the breeze on his fur felt strange. Of course, he said to himself, he hadn’t gone out shirtless in years. But Dell didn’t say anything about it, and after a few blocks he stopped sucking in his gut, which wasn’t, he told himself, all that noticeable.


  They had time for a fast food lunch, where Dell knew the fox behind the counter and Sammy did not, and then a movie. When Sammy finally returned home, just before three, his mother remained silent until he’d measured out her medication.


  “I hope you’ve gotten it out of your system,” she said. “People were asking.”


  “I know,” he said. “Some of them called.”


  “Sunday isn’t just about the sermon,” she said. “You know that.”


  “Ma,” he said.


  “Pedro could use a friend right now,” she said. “The divorce was hard on him.”


  “I’ll see him tomorrow at work,” Sammy said. “And at the game.”


  She wheeled herself around to face him. “I worry about you, Sammy,” she said.


  “Aren’t you the one who said I should get out of the house more?” He folded his arms.


  She folded her arms, mirroring him. “If only you always listened so well. Are you staying for dinner?”


  Sammy rolled his eyes. “Of course, Ma.” He walked into the kitchen to start the meatloaf.


  “Put on a shirt before you start cooking,” she called.


  They didn’t speak much that week. At the factory, and at the softball game, his friends seemed more concerned than anything else. Dell sat in the bleachers again with Toviah, watching the game avidly while the fennec looked around, bored. Sammy, invigorated, saw the ball as well as he ever had, stroking three hits. “Nice going,” Pedro said when he returned to the bench after the third. Sammy nodded acknowledgment, Dell’s clapping still echoing in his ears.


  That Saturday, Dell wanted to go hike up in the hills, and Sammy’d done so well in the game that he skipped softball practice to go along. They looked down on the town by the river, Dell pressed up behind Sammy, both paws squeezing the rat’s sheath as he whispered to him all the things he was going to do the next day while those people down there were at church.


  He spent the next Sunday morning with the ringtail again, and the following Sunday as well. He spent most of Saturday’s softball practice daydreaming about his Sunday, and most of Monday’s workday reliving it. Then he skipped Saturday practice again to go down to the river with Dell, figuring he worked better under the pressure of a real-time game. And besides, there were private areas down there where they could at least tease each other, if not go all the way. It didn’t seem to matter to the coach; even when he had an off day, they won. The guys, Pedro especially, didn’t seem so sanguine; they asked him a couple times to come back to practice. But he didn’t talk to them that much anymore anyway, and the thought of hanging out for two hours with them when he could be with Dell was as stifling as the unventilated church.


  His mother appeared to have decided to act as though he were still going to church, just separately from her. She was a little chillier than normal with him, and when she brought up anything she’d discussed with their neighbors, she would say things like, “Like they said at church, they’re going to be refinishing the porch next week,” as though Sammy had been there and would remember.


  By the time of the July 4th picnic, he had come to view his week in chunks to be endured until he could see the ringtail again. Even on weeknights when the most they could do was grope each other, he felt younger and more alive than he’d felt in years. He’d taken his shirt off following the Wednesday night game, the week of the 4th, lounging with Dell in a back corner of the Perkins, when the ringtail said, casually, “Oh, some friends of mine from school are having a thing this weekend, so I’m gonna head out there and crash with them.”


  Sammy wiped a dribble of ice cream from his mouth. “This weekend?”


  Dell nodded. “Yeah, it’s just gonna be a lot of drinking, but I haven’t seen those guys in forever.”


  “Oh.” Sammy rubbed his fingers together, feeling some lingering stickiness. He looked down and wiped them on his napkin.


  “So I’ll see ya in a week,” Dell said. “There’s a game, right?”


  “Yeah.” The air felt chilly even through his fur. Dell was treating it so lightly that he didn’t want to make a big deal out of it.


  Dell noticed anyway; he was too quiet, thinking about it. “Hey, we didn’t have any plans for the Fourth, did we?”


  Sammy shook his head. “No, I… I just thought it’d be nice to… Ma’ll be at the picnic, y’know.”


  “Oh.” Dell’s shoulders sagged, briefly. “I already told those guys I’d come. I got a ticket.”


  “It’s no big deal,” Sammy lied. But after that, Dell was quiet too, and Sammy felt bad for ruining one of their last evenings together. So he tried to cheer himself up, figuring he should enjoy the time Dell was here, and by the time they were finishing their coffee, sneaking teasing gropes under the table when nobody in the mostly-empty diner was looking, he did indeed feel better.


  


  The Fourth was a clear, bright day, already hot when Sammy and his mother arrived at the park to help set up. His mother made herself useful breaking open packages of hot dogs (and veggie dogs for the plant-eaters), while Sammy was put to work setting up tables and chairs. His good mood had lasted only as long as he was in Dell’s company. At work the following day, and all the days after that, all he’d been able to think about was the long, empty, upcoming weekend.


  When friends of his from the team showed up to start the grill, they called, “Hey, Sammy!” He waved back, but their attempts at conversation died off after a few of his monosyllabic responses. He wasn’t trying to shun them; he just couldn’t think of what to say to their predictable conversation and banal observations. Dell would have loved and hated this, he thought, hated it on the outside but enjoyed smirking at all the locals. They would’ve eaten a couple dogs and pointed out imaginary smears of mustard on each other’s muzzles all afternoon. And then they would’ve tried to sneak away. He adjusted his pants furtively, making sure nobody was watching.


  He couldn’t remember when he’d enjoyed a picnic less. Even the fireworks and the cheers from the rest of the town just reminded him of the party Dell was attending. Why hadn’t he been invited? Why hadn’t he asked to come along? He could afford a ticket to Connecticut. Leaning against one of the trees, his tail scraping its rough bark, he spotted the Marshalls at a long picnic table. A teenaged ringtail who must have been Dell’s younger sister, very petite, leaned against a tall red squirrel, ignoring her younger brother trying to get her attention. Mr. Marshall, as plump as his daughter was thin, had just thrown his arms up at something the ferret on the other side of him had said, both of them starting to laugh as Sammy watched.


  The Marshalls lived in Northfield, where Mrs. Marshall had grown up, but Mr. Marshall had been a Central student, like Sammy, a senior his freshman year. He remembered him vaguely. Max, his name was. He’d been in band and student council, so they hadn’t exactly moved in the same circles. Even back then, Sammy hadn’t been interested in the popular kids, preferring the company of the weird art students. Now, of course, he was peripherally in Max’s circle. After all, he was fucking his son.


  Mr. Marshall’s head moved toward him. Even though his black mask made it hard to see exactly where he was looking, Sammy looked away from the family immediately. It almost felt as though they’d heard his thought about Dell. He was seized with an urge to walk over and introduce himself to them, get to know them, as if by doing so he could get closer to Dell in another way. It took only a second for that idea to turn sour. He’d never heard Dell talk much about his family at all. Sammy getting close to them, even beyond the awkwardness that would entail, would only drive Dell further away.


  While everyone else was oohing and aahing, Sammy slunk back through the park and walked down the deserted streets to his house. Someone would bring his mother home. The echoes of the fireworks died away as he entered his front door. He leaned against it, feeling the emptiness of the house weigh in on him. He’d been so caught up on his adventure with Dell, he hadn’t thought about how easily it could end. September was barely two months away, wasn’t it? What then? Would Sammy just go back to his life, taking care of Ma and bowling with the guys? Would they even want him back now?


  Sunday morning, his mother wheeled herself to the base of the stairs, calling up them to him. “Are you coming to church? Miss Farmer’s almost here.”


  “No.” He didn’t have to yell; the bedroom door was open and at the head of the stairs.


  “We’d be happy to have you back,” she said. When he didn’t answer, she said, “God won’t leave you for a weekend with his friends.”


  He pressed his fingers to his eyes. “Go away, Ma!”


  “You’re only doing this out of spite,” she called. “There’s no reason for you to stay away.”


  “I want to be alone!”


  “Well, you’re going about it the right way.” Her voice had gotten more peevish, as it had in the first days of his skipping church. He didn’t respond. After a moment, she said, more calmly, “I suppose I should tell you. I signed the papers yesterday, at the picnic. I’ll be moving to Shady Grove at the end of the month.”


  “Jesus, Ma,” he said. “I’ll still be here when you get back. I’m not running off to Connecticut. Or something.”


  “I’m serious. I’ve been a burden on you long enough. My insurance will take care of part of it, and Jack’s pension will cover the rest. You can have this house.”


  She meant it. Sammy scrambled out of bed and ran to the railing, where she was looking up at him, paws folded in her lap in the wheelchair. “Ma, come on,” he said.


  She shook her head. “I’m holding you back,” she said primly. “I didn’t see it until this summer. You’re a grown man. You shouldn’t be living with your mother.”


  “I don’t mind,” he said.


  The doorbell buzzed. “Edwina is here,” she said. “You can still come to church with us if you want.” She wheeled herself to the door without waiting for his answer.


  He started down the stairs, then stopped himself. He couldn’t go back to church now and then not go next week, when Dell was back. If Ma were really moving at the end of July, they’d have all of August to themselves. Dell could come over every night of the week. If he wanted.


  The front door slammed. Sammy walked back up the stairs slowly.


  Some fifteen minutes after he heard the door close, the first church bells rang. He could see in his mind the stream of people flowing into the church, the pews filling. When the second set of bells rang, he pulled his window shade and got to his knees on the bed. Trying his best to imagine that Dell was under him, he shimmied out of his pants and grabbed his sheath. He stroked himself hard, curling his tail under himself to poke at his rear. As a pup, once, he’d pushed his tail all the way inside, but it stank for days after that and his mother had bought him some toilet wipes. This Sunday was the first time since then he’d been tempted to repeat the experience, but he knew it wouldn’t be the same, and how would he explain the smell at the factory?


  He closed his eyes, remembering the smooth softness of Dell stretched out below him. The memory helped him to an arched back and a stiff erection, but without the smell and without Dell’s fingers around him, it took his arousal forever to climax. And when he did, he collapsed back on the bed, desperately pumping his seed onto his own stomach, panting.


  The house around him was silent. He lay in a stupor until the birds outside his window were joined by the chatter of passersby, out from church. Then he roused himself and tottered to the shower. Nobody called to ask how he was doing. They didn’t expect him at church anymore. Without Dell by his side, that stung more than he thought it would.


  That night, he walked over to Rosie’s. A half-dozen patrons looked up as he walked up to the bar where Mike was leaning, not even pretending to be busy. “Sam Adams?” the beaver said.


  “Sure.” Sammy swung his legs over the barstool.


  Mike kept his eyes on the mug as it filled. “Doesn’t Dell get back tonight? ”


  Sammy shrugged, taking a gulp from the mug when Mike pushed it across the bar. He laid a five on the polished wood and held up a paw when Mike offered him change. “Keep it.”


  “Haven’t seen you around much.”


  Sammy looked at the old stained glass, the polished brass rail, anywhere but at the beaver. “Been a bit busy.”


  Mike nodded. “Nothing wrong with that. But y’know, it’s always good to make time for your friends.”


  “I still see them at games.”


  “And then take off right after?”


  Sammy looked up now. “They don’t care.”


  “They do,” Mike said. “I hear ’em.”


  “Yeah, well.” Sammy took a drink of his beer. “I’m different anyway.”


  Mike laughed. “Why? Because you’re gay?”


  The rat’s ears folded back. He looked around, even though Mike had spoken softly. “I know they’re cool with it.”


  “Sure,” Mike said. “This is the twenty-first century, after all. So what is it?”


  “Dunno,” Sammy said. “You know I wanted to go to college?”


  “This isn’t the old George Bailey story again, is it?” Mike grinned, his prominent incisors gleaming. “Cause I’m getting too old to play Clarence.”


  “Hell, no.” Sammy snorted.


  “Didn’t think so. You’re not that miserable. And all I’m saying is, one day a week isn’t too much to ask for people whore important in your life, right?”


  Sammy took another drink. “Maybe there’s someone else important in my life now.”


  “Hey, more power to you.” Mike leaned on the bar. “So how’s your ma?”


  “She’s good.” Sammy ventured a smile of his own. “She doesn’t talk to me much anymore either.”


  “She’s quiet like you,” Mike said. He smiled at Sammy’s shrug. “Look, if you need to get out of here, it’s cool.”


  “No.” Sammy couldn’t bear the thought of heading back to the silent house, creeping around his Ma’s judgment. “Hey, turn on the Reds game.”


  They watched baseball together and didn’t talk about anything more of real substance. Walking home at ten-thirty, Sammy wished he’d insisted on going with Dell. Screw what the college kids would’ve thought of him.


  


  The ringtail was back for the Wednesday night game, but Sammy wasn’t playing. He’d shown up at his usual time and been intercepted by the coach, a tall fox named Hanley.


  “You didn’t show up for practice this weekend,” he told Sammy, as though it were an inviolable rule.


  “I miss one practice… just one…” But of course, it hadn’t been just one.


  Hanley shrugged with an easy confidence Sammy envied, flicking his ears carelessly. “Look, the guys voted on it.”


  Sammy gaped at the team. Only Pedro met his eyes. The rat didn’t miss Hanley’s glance at the bleachers, where Dell was sitting. He shut his muzzle with a snap and sulked on the bench. Though he could’ve gotten up to talk to Dell, he stayed there through every painful inning, watching his team lose for only the second time that season.


  The loss made Sammy feel perversely better, as though it served them right. He loosened up, replying to his teammates as he hadn’t during the game. When Pedro asked, “Coming to Rosie’s?” as they packed up their equipment, Sammy nodded and gave him a thumbs-up on his way to the bleachers.


  At the end of the bench, he turned. Pedro was still watching him, still in the same place. “I’ll see you there. Promise,” Sammy said with a smile.


  Dell got up from the bleachers as Sammy walked over to him. “You guys sucked tonight,” he said.


  “Nice to see you too. How was the party?”


  Dell shrugged. “Better than hot dogs and small-town fireworks. Did you eat too much?”


  “Nah.” Sammy felt buoyed by Dell’s presence and the anticipation of hanging out with the team. It felt like things were going right again. “Missed you too much.”


  Dell raised a black eyebrow. “Well, here I am.”


  Sammy leaned against the side of the bleachers. “Wanna head over to Rosie’s with the guys?”


  “When have I ever?” The ringtail grinned. “If you wanna go, ’scool. I’ll come by when you’ve done bonding with the team.”


  “I was thinking it’d be nice for you to hang out with the guys a bit.”


  Dell’s grin faded. “Not really in the mood.”


  “Maybe next time?”


  “Maybe.” He kicked at a clod of dirt, sending dust into the air. Sammy smelled the hot, dry earth. It hadn’t rained in over a week. “But probably not. It’s not my scene,” he said, before Sammy could say anything.


  Intentionally or not, Dell had moved so that the setting sun was right over his shoulder. Sammy squinted at him. He didn’t plan to say anything, but the words just spilled out. “So what happens at the end of the summer?”


  All he could see was the dark mask. “Uh, I go back to school. ”


  “That’s it?”


  The shrug momentarily blocked the sun. “I’ll be back here for holidays. We can hook up then.”


  “So this is just a summer hook-up.”


  Now the ringtail’s voice softened. “Hey, I like you. You’re a good… guy.”


  “A good fuck, that’s what you were going to say.” Sammy kept his voice low.


  Dell opened his mouth, closed it again, and then said, “So? What’s wrong with that?”


  “Oh, I dunno,” Sammy said. “Nothing. I’ll see you later.”


  He turned to go. Dell called after him, “What, did you want to come back to school with me and live in the slum house off campus with my roommates?”


  “Maybe!” Sammy turned but didn’t come back. “It’d be nice to be asked.”


  Dell laughed. “Come on,” he said, with a little sneer. “You wouldn’t leave your ma.”


  No, he wouldn’t. Behind Dell stretched out the old baseball field where he’d played high school ball as a pup; where he’d played softball for the last ten years; where he’d come with his best friend and former high school teammate, Ken, the week before Ken had left for college, never to return. And beyond the baseball field, down the gentle slope to the riverbank, was Rosie’s, where he’d had his first beer, where Brad and Pedro and the rest of the team were waiting for him now. The sun edged Dell’s fur with gold, and it was true, Sammy’s sheath was getting hard just from being close to the young ringtail again.


  But where Dell’s arrogant disdain for the town had been appealing in June, it was annoying in July. Sammy’d hoped that after the weekend away, Dell would have missed him as much as he’d missed the kid, but he saw now that that had been foolish. The ringtail existed on his own terms, and to admit he’d missed Sammy would have been to admit to some bond to the town, and Dell was too fiercely independent for that. The smell of the ringtail lingered in his memory even through the walk along the riverbank with its wet leaves and mud, even into the bar where old beer and patrons had infused the wood with their scents over the years.


  Dell didn’t come to Rosie’s later. Pedro had Maria, so he had to leave early, and Brad worked an early shift. The rest of the team had families to go home to, of course. So Sammy closed down the place alone, sitting in a corner away from the bar until Mike plunked himself down across from the rat.


  “Last call,” he said.


  “I’m good.” Sammy didn’t look up.


  “Doin’ some heavy thinking?” Now Sammy raised his head. The beaver’s smile gleamed in the low shaded light. When Sammy didn’t say anything, he pointed to the empty mug in the rat’s paw. “Not that I mind you sittin' here for three hours on one beer, y’know.”


  “Sorry,” Sammy said.


  “I said I didn’t mind.” Mike got up. “But if you feel guilty, you could atone by helping me lock up.”


  So he followed Mike around the bar, locked the doors and windows while Mike emptied the register into the safe, and wiped down the tables while Mike washed his mug and set it out to dry.


  “It’s a fine night,” Mike said, walking next to Sammy back along the river and through the town just after midnight. “Look at the stars.”


  “I threw it all away.” Sammy’s hurt finally found expression. “Sure, it wasn’t much, you know, job at the factory, second base for the softball team—”


  “Best softball team in the tri-county area,” Mike reminded him.


  “—and takin’ care of Ma, I know that’s important. But Ma barely talks to me anymore. We’re doin’ okay, still, but it ain’t the same.”


  They turned the corner onto Maple Street. The silhouette of the church rose on their right as they climbed the slight hill. Mike remained quiet, leaving Sammy to think about his last words, until they reached the church lawn. There, the beaver patted Sammy on the shoulder. “Have a good night, Sammy. Hope to see you here again on Sunday.”


  Sammy returned his rodent smile, flashing front incisors. “I wouldn’t count on it. But maybe.”


  “Think on it,” Mike said.


  The coolness of the night was comfortable, and Sammy didn’t really want to return home, where a quiet, sleeping house would be waiting for him. “What’s the big deal about Sunday?” he said. “Really. I’ve been doing my readings, saying my prayers like a good little boy.”


  Mike walked back over to him, his big flat tail sliding over the grass. He put a paw on Sammy’s shoulder again. “It isn’t just about worship and moral code. It’s about the people you share it with.”


  The beaver’s dark eyes reminded him of Dell’s. He could see the starlight reflected in their shiny surface. “What if you ain’t got nobody left to share it with?”


  “You’ve always got someone,” Mike said, then repeated, “Think on it.”


  Sammy felt the weight of the church looming over him. The night sky was an immense blanket draped over them, the stars pinpricks of light from the brightness outside. He felt the urge to lift his paw, to see if he could push the top of it up and feel the warmth from the other side. Silly old rat. He rubbed his eyes. “Thanks, Mike,” he said. “Good night.”


  “Take care, Sammy.” Mike raised a paw again and then walked across the church lawn, whistling softly.


  


  He and Dell had made a habit of spending Friday night out at the Sonic, grabbing a couple burgers and eating them on the hood of his car. He wasn’t sure, after Wednesday, what to expect, but when he drove by the Staples at six, there was the tall ringtail walking towards his car.


  “Man, I’ve been craving that bacon cheeseburger all day.” He grinned.


  “Coming up.” Sammy tried to echo Dell’s cheerfulness, but the stress of the week and hunger put an edge in his voice.


  If Dell noticed, he didn’t let on. He chattered cheerfully about work, complaining about the co-workers and the manager, the stupid customers and the ones who thought they were smart. Sammy stayed quiet through all of it, until they’d pulled up to the Sonic and placed their order, and Dell had said, “Can’t wait ’til Sunday.”


  “What,” Sammy said before he could stop himself, “none of your friends in Connecticut was a good fuck?”


  The ringtail looked straight out the windshield. “Yeah,” he said, “one of them was. So what?”


  Sammy watched the bustle of people in the Sonic, too. There was Marjorie Maxwell, a young raccoon in her junior year of high school. He knew she’d been planning to apply to Michigan this upcoming year, and planning to try out for the cheerleading squad. There was Bill Ames, managing the floor. Sammy remembered that he’d been going to propose to his girlfriend and wondered whether he had already. “I was thinking of going to church this Sunday,” he said.


  “Oh, I get it,” Dell said. “Fine.”


  “What?”


  “Look, I don’t need to play these little head games,” the ringtail said. “I thought you liked our mornings.”


  “I did. I do. But I need my Sundays back.”


  “You said you were okay with it. You said it didn’t matter if you went with everyone else, as long as you still read the Bible or pray or whatever.”


  Sammy tapped the steering wheel with a paw. “Maybe I was wrong about that. Does it have to be Sunday?”


  Dell followed the progress of the older vixen bringing their order to the car. “Damn, I’m hungry. ”


  “Why not in the car?”


  That statement hung in the air as the vixen leaned in through the driver's window and handed their bags through. “Here ya go, boys,” she said. “Sammy, extra ketchup, Dell, no pickle. You boys have a good night.”


  “Thanks, Jean,” Sammy said. Dell remained quiet, taking the bag and putting it on his lap.


  When they’d pulled out, Dell said, “Why not your bed?”


  “There might be some times,” Sammy said. “Like a town picnic.”


  The top of the bag crinkled in Dell’s paws. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, I’m not going to apologize for going to see my friends.”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  “Jesus,” the ringtail said. “I mean, we were having fun. I really like you, you know.”


  The words, exploding out of the conversation with bright sincerity, hit Sammy harder than he’d expected. Even when Vince had said, “I love you,” it was formulaic, said at the right time, in the right place, never spontaneous and therefore never completely believable. “I like you too.”


  “So what’s the problem? We get together, we have a good time.”


  “Yeah,” Sammy said. “So what happens in September?”


  Dell hesitated until Sammy was just about to speak, then said, “You could…”


  Sammy waited, finally said, “I could what?”


  Dell stared straight ahead. “I dunno… they got factories in Connecticut, right? Places you could work?”


  “I guess so.” He’d asked, he’d really asked. Sammy’s heart quickened. But at the same time, he felt a creeping chill around his chest at the idea of leaving. “But you’d have school.”


  Dell nodded quickly, more like a jerk of the head. “If you were there, I’d see you.”


  Sammy turned the car up the hill and headed for the park. “Sunday church is important to me.”


  “Why?”


  “Why was it important for you to go to your party?”


  “Aw, not that again.”


  Sammy hadn’t meant it like that. It had been the only way he could think of to explain it in terms he thought Dell would understand. When they arrived at the park, Sammy turned the car off and sat in his seat. Dell got out almost immediately, but instead of climbing onto the hood, he rested the bag on the roof of the car and looked across it at Sammy when the rat got out too. “If I can go back to UConn, you can go to church, is that what you’re saying?”


  “I don’t know what I’m saying,” Sammy said.


  Dell shrugged. He took out Sammy’s burger and walked around the car to hand it to him, deliberately standing close. Sammy’s head filled with his warm scent, overwhelming the smell of grass and the residual old charcoal and lighter fluid from the day’s picnics. “What’s so great about this town anyway?” Dell said. “Come with me.”


  The vision was transporting. Sammy closed his eyes and imagined his life with the spice of a young ringtail. Dell’s paw rested across his shoulder. He opened his eyes and saw, in front of him, the lights of Sinai below. Did he really have to choose between them?


  Dell had unwrapped his burger with his other paw. “God, I’m hungry,” he said, taking a bite.


  Sammy did likewise, slower. “Me too.” He watched Dell watch him, thinking about what he’d said. It wasn’t just about the fucking, no matter what attitude he might cop. Surely there were any number of kids he could sleep with at UConn. It was about Sammy and, in some respects, about Sinai. Dell wanted so badly to get out of this town, hated it, or pretended to; maybe in Sammy he’d thought he’d found an ally. So Sammy’s return to church was more than just an inconvenience. It was a betrayal.


  Sammy thought he’d been an ally, at first. He’d enjoyed being the rebel, standing outside the town with Dell and scorning them. But then the town had moved on without him. Church hadn’t stopped, softball hadn’t stopped. Pedro and Brad had gone on with their own lives. So had his mother. And despite his promises to read the Bible at night, he hadn’t been as diligent about it lately as he had when starting out. Sammy’s stomach rumbled. He felt again the distance between him and the rest of the town here. Was it something that had grown because he’d stopped going to church? Or had he stopped going to church because of the distance?


  Dell was letting him think, munching in silence. He didn’t have to decide right now. So he chewed on his burger, leaned against the kid, and enjoyed the greasy food, the warm night, and the closeness, the musky scent of life and youth.


  When the burgers were finished, their paws slid inside each other’s shirts, in that comfortable and exciting space around the belly button, enough to make their sheaths aware of the proximity without an actual touch. It was invigorating, familiar, and did nothing to dispel the questions in Sammy’s head. He looked up at the sky for some direction, but a grey haze of clouds obscured the stars. He wondered, knowing it was crazy, whether the stars would look the same in Connecticut.


  “You go to church there?” he asked. “In Connecticut?”


  Dell shrugged. “There’s churches there. There’s one like a block from the campus. Universal something? Maybe Methodist? I dunno.”


  The question that had been circling in his head all night burst out, before he could stop it. “Would you go with me?”


  “To church?” Dell looked surprised. “Sure, if you need someone to show you ’round. But I don’t really know anyone who goes.”


  “I mean every week.” Sammy felt the tension in Dell’s abdomen. “I mean, go with me.”


  Dell shifted his paw upward, away from Sammy’s sheath, and curled the palm so that only the fingers touched. “Would I have to?”


  “Would you want to?”


  Dell’s eyes met his. The kid pulled his paw out of Sammy’s shirt. “You know how I feel about that.”


  “You wouldn’t even try it?”


  “Jesus Christ, do you want me to lie? Sure, I’ll go to church with you. I’ll kneel beside you every week and I’ll mouth ancient pointless rituals and sing the same stupid songs that everyone else is singing. Is that what you want me to say?”


  “No.” Sammy pulled his own paw back, the softness of the ringtail’s stomach fur lingering on his pads in the cool night air.


  “You know me,” Dell said. “I know you. Come on.”


  “Do you know me?” Sammy said softly.


  “Maybe not.” Dell shrugged, suddenly, and walked around the car. He opened the door and got in the passenger side.


  They didn’t talk the whole drive back to Dell’s house. Sammy couldn’t think of anything he could say that would penetrate the chill between them, and Dell didn’t seem willing to try. Only once did Sammy glance over and see any sign of emotion, the squeezed eyes Dell was trying to hide behind a bored expression. That just made Sammy want to cry himself, so he stared ahead at the road and didn’t look over again.


  When they reached the house, Dell had his door open before the car had stopped, and had slammed his door behind him by the time Sammy yanked the parking brake up. “I’ll see you around,” Sammy said through the open passenger-side window, leaning across the seat. Dell walked on, with no indication that he’d heard. Sammy sat in the car and stared as the lights in the house went dark, one by one.


  It wouldn’t be fair to say that he was certain of his decision, driving to the church, nor even parking in the parking lot and walking up to the familiar building, where he’d spent more time than any other building but the factory and his mother’s house. By the time the first church bells rang to call the congregation, Sammy was seated in the pew on the right hand edge at the front. The church filled slowly, and every few minutes he turned to look at the people coming in, to see if anyone noticed that he was there. Nobody more than glanced his way, let alone approached him, until Miss Farmer wheeled his mother up to her place beside him. “Thank you, Edwina,” she said.


  The older rat smiled down. “It’ll be lovely having you as a neighbor,” she said, with a pointed glance at Sammy before walking away.


  She looked over her shoulder to watch the people coming in, and then smiled at him. “It’s good you came back, Sammy.”


  “Is it?” In the stuffy church interior, the murmurs of the people coming in swirled around him without touching him, as if he were an island in a rising stream. He wondered if he’d made the right choice—if indeed there were any right choice left to him. Dell wouldn’t have anything more to do with him. His mother was moving out. He looked down at the prayer book in front of him and ran his fingers over the worn binding.


  It occurred to him that he had probably touched every book in the church. They hadn’t been replaced ever, as far as he could remember. And it seemed likely that everyone in the town had touched the book he held in his paws right now. He leafed through the pages absently, and stopped as the book fell open. One phrase caught his eyes:


  We have not loved thee with our whole heart;


  we have not loved our neighbors as ourselves.


  We are truly sorry and we humbly repent.


  I am sorry, he said. I will try to do better.


  A paw fell on his shoulder. He looked up to see Pedro, with Maria beside him. The little armadillo waved. “Hi, Uncle Sammy.”


  “Hi, Maria.” He waggled his fingers back at her.


  “Mind if we sit here?” Pedro took the space beside Sammy without waiting for an answer.


  Sammy smiled and closed his book. “How was the meeting this morning?”


  “Same as usual,” Pedro said. “Nothing much happened.”


  The bells interrupted them. Both rat and armadillo turned their attention to Mike’s brother, walking to the front of the church. The beaver lifted his head and smiled. “Welcome, everyone. ”


  Sammy heard the words and felt them, too. All through the service, he couldn’t stop smiling. And afterwards, while his mother talked to her friends on the lawn, the members of the softball team and the Kiwanis all made a point to come by and say hi to him. Mike and his brother told Sammy how good it was to see him. Pedro and Maria stayed nearby throughout, until Sammy spotted a familiar black and white ringed tail across the street.


  “’Scuse me just a minute,” he said to the armadillos. His mother looked up sharply. “I’ll be back in a minute. Promise,” he said.


  Pedro grabbed his arm as he was about to cross the street. “Sammy…” he said.


  “Relax,” Sammy said. “I just wanted to tell him…”


  “Listen,” Pedro said. “Don’t go. Please.”


  Sammy tilted his head at the armadillo’s earnest intensity. He glanced back at the ringtail. Dell hadn’t moved, nor reacted at all. Sammy wasn’t even sure he was looking at them, except that he knew those dark eyes in the black mask were fixed on him. He’d been thinking he would invite Dell to the after-church gathering, but he knew what the ringtail’s reaction would be, and he didn’t know why he wanted to put himself through that. He waved to Dell, and at that the kid did react, turning his head deliberately to the side and taking a drink of his latte.


  “So what’s goin’ on?” Sammy said as he and Pedro walked back to his mother and Maria.


  The armadillo stared intently at his feet. “I was thinking maybe… I was wondering if you wanted to come to dinner tonight.”


  “At your place?”


  Pedro nodded, his head still lowered. “Maria likes you, and I remembered you liked our arroz con polio last time we made it.”


  “Well, sure,” Sammy said. “Thanks. I’ll see if Ma has plans…”


  “No,” Pedro said. “Just you.”


  Sammy happened to catch his mother’s eye. She smiled before turning to her friends. “Just me?”


  Pedro’s fingers brushed his. “I haven’t really talked much about the divorce.” He lowered his voice at that last word, though Maria was happily picking through dandelion flowers five feet away. “It’d be nice to have someone to talk to.”


  Sammy lifted his head to the warmth of the sun, and then grasped the armadillo’s paw firmly in his. “You know,” he said, “I’d like that. I’d like that a lot.”


  [image: 0005]



  Honor Thy Father And Thy Mother


  Breathless, the two ran, one in front of the other. The smaller female had her skirt up for two reasons; so her legs didn’t get tangled, and to hold the berries almost tumbling out of it. Likewise, the male held many apples clutched to him, dropping one or two as they ran pell-mell through the countryside, the shouts of the irate farmer slowly growing into the distance. Finally, they slipped behind an abandoned shed, and sat down, their chests heaving. It was some time before either of them drew enough breath to speak, and when they did, laughter bubbled up in place of words.


  Exhilaration poured out of them in peals of mirth, clutching onto their stolen treasure before the struggle to gain breath took them again, exhausted but happy. “Wow… we haven’t done that in ages, sis,” said the male badger, his head flopping over to look at his compatriot.


  She grinned back at him, nodding. “I know, Sasha… that was fun!”


  Still grinning, Sasha threw an arm around his sister’s shoulder, tugging her in tight. They were both a little on the thin side, wan and underfed. “Yeah… plus, I think with this and whatever we can find, we should do well for food on our way to Fairwind! So what do you say to that, Kriss?”


  “Let’s eat,” was the only thing that came from the younger badger’s mouth before she put words to action, a pawful of berries being stuffed into her mouth. Her older brother paused long enough to chuckle and ruffle her head, being rewarded with one of Kriss’s bright, shining smiles as he took a bite into one of the apples.


  ***


  The city of Fairwind was thought to be a model of its kind, even up to as long as 20 years ago. However, in those scant twenty years, many things had changed. Duke Terase Vandevor, long thought to be the wisest ruler the city had ever known, was struck down by a sudden disease that claimed his first-born son as well. The mantle passed to his second-born son after the next in line, Duke Terase’s first daughter Drelia, was exiled for reasons unknown. It was whispered in the taverns that the new Duke, Reginald Vandevor, had ambition that surpassed only by his incompetence. However incompetent he might be, he did swell the size of the city guard, if only to enforce his rulings.


  The city suffered under the rule of Duke Reginald. Buildings became run down, the slums expanded, as did crime, more people numbered themselves among the poor. It was under these circumstances that the two badgers found the city of Fairwind. Most of their first day was spent looking for a place to stay. And their second. And third. For their first week, they spent it out of doors, none of the places accepting their coin. “All full up,” was the constant refrain.


  Kriss looked up at the sky as they settled down one night, pulling the rough blanket tighter around her body. The weather was starting to feel the chill of fall, and the sea breeze did not help things in the slightest. Away from the noise and bustle of the city, she was better able to think.


  “Hey, Sasha?”


  “Mm?”


  “Where’s Momma? You said she’d be here, right? How come we couldn’t stay with her?”


  From where she lay, she couldn’t see her brothers face, which was probably well enough for her. Sasha started to speak, hesitated, and then started again. “She… had somewhere else to go, Kriss. Don’t worry; we’ll see her in Fairwind when she gets here. She’ll be looking for us.”


  “You sure?”


  “Mmhm.”


  The smaller badger was quite for a moment more, before speaking up. “I hope something didn’t happen to her. You’d tell me if it did, right? If you knew?” This time, she sat up and looked at Sasha, whose eyes remained solidly on the fire.


  “She’s fine, sis. I’m sure of it.”


  Slowly, she nodded, and then settled down again. “Do you remember that time when Momma baked me that big cake for my birthday? She tried to hide it from me, but I knew what my nose told me. You were in on it too, Sasha. I remember that you took me far from the house to the creek, and we played until the afternoon. And then, when we got back, she showed me the cake, all done up with decorations and berries, and then gave me that doll that I loved so much.”


  “I remember, Kriss,” Sasha said, leaning back to look up at the sky.


  “I miss her.”


  “Me too. Get some rest, though. Okay?”


  Kriss nodded, stifling a yawn. “Okay.” A few moments after, Sasha heard her soft snores.


  ***


  Taking his hat off politely, Sasha smiled, hopeful that perhaps he might have more luck here. “Hello. My name is Sasha,” he said to the woman by the bar. “I was wondering if you had any jobs available? ”


  The woman looked the badger up and down over her prominent bust, then chuckled. “Yer not from ’round here, are ye?”


  Sasha sighed, slumping his shoulders. “I know it seems queer for me to come here to ask for a job… but I’ve gone to many other places and nobody’s wanted to hire me. And really, I’ll do whatever you need done around, I’m very handy.” He looked up hopefully at the heavyset sheep.


  She smirked, shook her head a bit, then spoke. “M’name’s Darla. An’ Ah’ll go git th' boss fer ye, see what she sez.” Before she left, however, she spent a moment sizing the badger up, another un-lady like chuckle leaving her while she headed deeper into the building.


  Left alone in the room, Sasha looked around. It was one of the prettier places he’d been to in Fairwind, but he supposed that the reason was that it was a house of pleasure. Still, it almost didn’t make sense to him how well kept the place was until he saw the owner.


  She almost glided in, wearing pants that seemed more suited to men’s fashion, yet she wore them conformed to her body, making them undeniably feminine. Notched around them was a leather belt, the buckle gleaming golden. Most curious about her was that she wore a vest and a vest only, a dark red color that matched her pants, that showed off the black tattoos that criss-crossed her arms from wrist to shoulder. She raised an eyebrow, cleared some of her black hair from her eyes, and looked back at Darla behind her. “This is him? The boy you were talking of?” she asked, and while Darla nodded, Sasha was again struck by the fact that she had no fur. All she had was some sort of smooth, blood-red skin, crossed with stripes of black, including one over her muzzle. As she further advanced, the badger also made note that she walked barefoot.


  She looked him up and down critically, and Sasha got the strange impression that her black, pupil-less eyes were staring through him. It made him feel intensely uncomfortable, and he shifted from one foot to the next as Darla joined the mysterious woman, crossing her arms under her breasts.


  “So. Sasha, was it?” she asked, her voice seeming unusually deep, yet melodic. He nodded dumbly. “And you want a job here… or a job somewhere.” Again, Sasha nodded. “But you’re here now, and want a job.” She watched Sasha move his head up and down again in silent assent, a smirk appearing at the edge of her face. “Darla tells me you consider yourself quite handy. Tell me, what do you offer to a house of ill repute?”


  “Oh! Well, I can cook… and, uh, I can clean, definitely. Oh, and I can build things. Yeah. I can help out with… with whatever you may need me to help out with. ”


  Something about what he said made her eyebrows twitch, and the budding smile on his muzzle started to fade. “Is that so?” she asked, but before he could answer she held out a hand. “You may call me Mistress Shiya. I have some affairs to take care of as of right now, but you’re in luck. I think I may have a job for you. Come back tomorrow before noon, and we’ll discuss this in more detail, you and I.”


  The smile returned to Sasha’s muzzle, and nodding eagerly, he turned to go. Mistress Shiya stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. “Darla, on my desk is my pouch, go get that?” The sheep nodded, and returned a moment later with a leather pouch. The badger was confused at the clanking before he saw the two twenty-five florin pieces retrieved, and then held out to him. “You look like somebody who could use a bit of spoiling,” Shiya told him.


  Sasha started to reach out, and then pulled back his hand. “I-I can’t, Mistress Shiya. I haven’t earned anything yet.”


  “Now now, I insist. Go on, take it.” She took his hand and pressed the two large, flat gold pieces into his palm, before closing his fist over it. “Consider this an advance on your salary. In the meantime, buy yourself something nice to eat.”


  “Y-yes, ma’am! Thank you, ma’am!” Nodding and smiling, he stumbled out, taking off at a run through the streets. Shiya smirked a bit before returning to her affairs.


  ***


  “She just gave them to you?” asked Kriss in disbelief, her forkful of mince pie halfway to her mouth.


  Sasha nodded energetically, but actually swallowed before he spoke. “Yeah… fifty whole florins! We should be able to stay in this inn for a whole week!”


  “You mean we can have mince pie for a whole week?" The look of joyful amazement on her face was infectious, and soon Sasha was smiling, too.


  “Yeah, sis. A whole week. Plus, I feel really good about this place. If Mistress Shiya hires me, hopefully we’ll be able to find a place to stay.” The badger reached over and embraced his sister, hugging her around her shoulders as she wriggled happily. “Think, sis. We could live in a real, live city! On my off days, I could take you to see the Thames tower, or maybe even the Biological museum… we could even see performances they put on at the city square on Market Day! And we wouldn’t have to travel all day just to see them!”


  Kriss squealed in happiness, and she was quickly spurred to prattle on about all the new and interesting things they could do, as residents of Fairwind. Chuckling, Sasha could only enjoy the antics of his sister as she babbled on and on, then realized that her mince pie was getting cold and trying to eat that as fast as possible, almost choking herself in the process.


  ***


  He felt like he had to be cautious. Even as he approached her, he steeled himself for the worst, wondering, which Mother would he see? She was just outside, putting up the clothes to dry that he had washed. Earlier, she had berated him, demanding to know why he hadn’t already done it. She had never asked him about it before. Still, with his heart pounding, he came closer, and flinched when he saw her ears flick back, noting his presence. She turned… and smiled. In relief, Sasha buried himself in his mother's arms, nuzzling to her cheek. She pulled him back to look at him, frowning, stroking over his head. “Sasha, what’s wrong.?”


  He didn’t know how to answer her. How can you tell your own mother that she hit you yesterday, beat you for being worthless, blaming you for things you had no idea that you did… and welcomed you into her arms the very next day? So, he said nothing, and simply nuzzled to her cheek, trying to stop the tears from falling.


  She looked at him again, began to speak, then reconsidered what she was going to say. “Your sister is out back, right?” Sasha nodded. “Why don’t you go get her, and I’ll make us something to eat. You must be very hungry.”


  Nodding again, Sasha took off, getting his sister from the woods. They had a nice meal together, though at the end of it, their mother went to her room, saying she was tired, and closed the door. The door closed so much louder that day. Later, he could hear tears.


  That was the last time Sasha saw his mother. What took her place… he didn’t know.


  ***


  Since she’d said “before noon,” Sasha wasn’t exactly sure when, exactly, to come. Mistress Shiya’s house of pleasure ended up being a short ten minute walk from where he and his sister stayed at the inn. And since he had woken up nearly at the crack of dawn thanks to a dream, he had a lot of time on his hands. Breakfast and a bath had taken up a few hours, especially to dry off Sasha’s rather thick fur. But after giving Kriss a few books to entertain herself, he figured it wouldn’t be too much if he showed up a few hours before noon.


  Having cleaned up his clothing as best he could, he brushed off his shoulders before knocking on the door. There was no answer, so he knocked again, harder, since he heard some faint music. It wasn’t until the third time that somebody actually opened the door. The badger blinked at the woman with long, black horns sprouting from her head. He didn’t recognize her, but he was left to assume that she was one of the girls who worked here. “Well, hello there,” she said, smirking down at him. “It’s not often we have a customer here this early.”


  Sasha blinked, and then smiled a little. “Oh, no, you misunderstand. I’m not a customer.”


  The woman issued a throaty chuckle, and then stepped clear of the door. “Mmhm… sure you aren’t, hun. Why don’t you come in?”


  “Thank you, but I really am not a customer,” Sasha insisted as he walked past her into the large room from before. It was mostly the same, but there were some stray wine glasses, as well as a few boards of chess that seemed to have half-finished games on them. He turned and looked back at the strange almost-deer as she closed the door. “I’m actually looking for—”


  “I know just what you’re looking for,” she said before grabbing his head and stuffing it in between her breasts. “You’re lookin’ for a little lovin’, right? Let me guess… you’re ’prenticed to somebody, but your master’s takin’ a snooze, so while he’s sleepin’, you thought you’d get some love from the best girls in Fairwind, right?” The deer-like woman gave Sasha an extra squeeze around his head, muffling his next words. “What’s that sweety?” she asked, pulling his head back.


  “I’m looking for Mistress Shiya!” Sasha managed to gasp out.


  The woman pouted in a way that was almost cute. “Aw, honey… I’m sure I can satisfy you just as well. Here, I’ll show you—on the house.”


  “But—!” the badger managed before he was pushed into a chair. The doe-like female had her hands at his breeches, unlacing them before he had a chance to protest. With a squeak of dismay, Sasha found his pants halfway down his thighs, and his most private portions exposed.


  The doe pouted again. “Oh… this won’t do,” she said, and then nuzzled into Sasha’s crotch, stirring his half full sheath to life. “A little better,” she purred, her snout opening and dragging it across the furry holder and the exposed tip of his member. “Much better,” she continued, stroking his shaft as it was opened to the air. “Hold still, hun; I’m gonna make you feel good."


  For his part, Sasha couldn’t tell how good it felt. Whatever this female was doing was completely outside the scope of his experience. All he knew was that a warm, flushed feeling was centering down on his private parts, and this woman—whoever she was—was stoking that fire to newer and greater heights. He didn’t know what to do with his paws, flailing and grabbing at random things in an effort to hold on. His heart racing faster, he let out a sudden yelp, his eyes opening wide as she took him into her mouth. The doe giggled, pulling off of him and grinning. “Hold still,” she told him, pressing down on his lap as she shuffled closer. Sasha managed to nod dumbly before she did it again, and he bit his lower lip trying to contain himself. The gentle suction she placed on his member was too much, though, and soon he felt himself letting go, dimly aware of his staff spurting, releasing his seed right into her surprised muzzle.


  While surprised, the doe swallowed his spend, and then pulled off once more, grinning up at him. “As quick as a virgin… and to think that’s just me giving you a Bezan Kiss.” She moved up his body, straddling his lap with her dress covering her crotch, and shuffling closer to him, her hands pulling herself against him. Sasha felt himself acutely aware of her warmth, and her breasts mashing up against his chest. “I will give you anything you desire,” she said in a sultry voice, “for the right price. I can do anything she can do. Are you sure you need to see Mistress Shiya?”


  “Actually, he does.”


  The doe looked behind her once, dismissing it, then looked again suddenly. “Oh!”


  Sasha’s ears pressed flat against his head in embarrassment, heat relocating quickly from his loins to his face. “M-m-m…”


  Uttering a chuckle low in her throat, the lizard shifted her weight from one side to the other, arms crossed under her bust. “Sylvia, why don’t you help Sasha become decent again, mm?” Under Mistress Shiya’s watchful gaze, the deer-ish femme helped Sasha lace up his breeches, setting him on his feet. Smirking, the lizard turned and started walking down the hall. “Come along, Sasha, let’s talk business. It seems you’ve already had some pleasure.” Sasha followed along, but not after looking behind him at Sylvia, who promptly blew him a kiss. He flushed and hurried faster.


  Shiya lead him to a lavishly decorated office where he stopped in his tracks for a few moments to take in the sights. And blush some. Mistress Shiya seemed to be very open about sexuality in general, considering that she had various paintings and small statues depicting males and females in various compromising situations. Those with facial expressions emphasized the very height of bliss. While it was certainly embarrassing that he felt his body responding to the images all around him, it was only worse when he saw Mistress Shiya sitting behind the desk, hands folded in front of her, and smirking at him. She held out a hand, offering a seat that he quickly took, his own paws folded over his crotch in an attempt to hide that which was already seen.


  “You wish to work here, is that correct?” Sasha nodded, his head lowered. “It seems I might have a position available for you, as a matter of fact. I used to have a personal assistant, but unfortunately, he will be out of town for a good long while. Of late, I’ve found it rather difficult to accomplish that which I need to get done, especially in a city such as Fairwind.” Here, she snorted and shook her head lightly. “Regardless, I need a personal assistant. You need a job, and presumably a place to stay, considering that you’re wearing the same thing as when you showed up the other day. And that’s fine, Sasha,” came her quick reassurance to the badger’s subtle cringing. “Not everybody can afford a wash every day, or a different set of clothes everyday. That is fine. I do believe, however, that we can help each other here. Do you agree?” Once again looking up at her, there was a hopeful glance in his eyes as the badger nodded. “Good. I believe you can consider yourself hired then, Sasha. When can you start?”


  Thinking for a moment, Sasha shrugged. “I… think I might be able to start today—”


  “Excellent! Now, there are a few things I need for you to do to start out—”


  “—but there’s also my sister to consider…”


  Shiya raised an eye ridge. “A sister?”


  “Yes, well… I’m currently staying at a room at the Leaky Bucket Inn, and I just don’t want to get back too late. You see, I promised her that I would take her to the Clockwork Gardens today. And I don’t know when it closes.”


  Chuckling, Mistress Shiya rested her chin on her hands. “I think I might be able to help you with that, Sasha. In the meantime, I think it’s best that we introduce you to the rest of the girls here; you’ll be with them quite a lot in the coming days and weeks.” Standing, she came from around the desk. Sasha stood too, and began to follow her from the room. “Oh, and before I forget. Do try and forgive Sylvia for being so… forward. She’s new here and is very eager to please. Now, come along.”


  Sasha tried to keep from blushing too hard… or from making the sudden flush in his breeches too obvious.


  ***


  “This is YOUR fault!”


  Every time he fell asleep, Sasha was treated to the same dream. He saw, in his mind’s eye, his mother screaming at him, and all the while burning with the house. A beam from the ceiling crashed onto the floor, separating them with another layer of fire and black, oily smoke.


  “This is ALL YOUR FAULT!” she would scream, in between wails of pain. “You! You made him leave! You made my Richard leave me! This is all your fault, Sasha!”


  Another rending sound, and more of the house fell down, setting up more smoke and embers. He couldn’t see her anymore. He coughed, trying to expel the vapors thrusting themselves into his lungs, waving away the oily blackness. Soot darkened his stripes and clothing as he called out to her again, hoping to get one remnant of the Mother he knew. “Mother! Mother! Can you hear me?” He knew already that she was gone, but the little boy in him… the little boy who knew the love his mother had for him and his sister both, couldn’t let go. She was his mother, and he couldn’t leave her behind. “Mother, we have to go, the house is going to collapse!”


  “GET OUT!” came her voice, as loud and as strong as ever. “Get out, you traitor! Get OUT!”


  The book flapped open as it soared through the air, hitting him in the chest. Dazed, he looked confused at the slightly scorched book, looking out and calling for his mother again. She didn’t answer. He screamed her name again and again, but she didn’t respond. It was then that he knew he had to get out. He had to survive. He had to take care of Kriss. There was no one else. Feeling the burden settle heavy on his shoulders, he left the house.


  When the house collapsed in on itself, he couldn’t even hear her screams…


  ***


  Slowly, the clockwork bird, with its “feathers” painted a burnished rust, spread its wings wide and gave a majestic call. After flapping its intricately constructed wings, the bird took to the air, flying in a circle before landing on a branch higher up, again calling out.


  “Hey Sasha?”


  “Mm?”


  “You think the bird is callin’ for her momma?”


  Sasha opened his mouth to answer, and then closed it, thinking. It’d been a month since he started working at Mistress Shiya’s place. It seemed to be the best thing that happened to him ever since he made this ill-fated trip to Fairwind. She paid generously, so much so that he had enough to pay for his own place to live, instead of constantly putting down weekly advances at the seedy inn. Mistress Shiya had even picked out the place personally, though she said it was primarily so that Sasha could be in easy reach.


  Generosity aside, Sasha often felt that he earned his keep with the errands he was frequently sent on, especially when he had to learn the city on the fly. And it didn’t help that sometimes, he was called on in the middle of the night. It was enough to make him seriously consider her still open offer of moving in with her… but for Kriss. He wanted, with all his heart, to protect his little sister.


  “I don’t know, Kriss,” he answered her. “But it’s really pretty to hear.”


  She agreed with a nod, then dragged Sasha over to another of the exhibits in the Clockwork Garden, one of the newer ones. They spent most of the day there, feeling like tourists in the city that had become their home. It was only when they were walking home that Kriss spoke again.


  “Momma isn’t coming to Fairwind, is she?”


  The question stopped Sasha in his tracks. Kriss stopped with him, looking up at her taller brother. “Momma isn’t coming to Fairwind… is she?” she repeated. When Sasha started sputtering, she placed a paw on his arm. “It’s okay. I’m a big girl, Sasha. I’ll be fifteen in another month… almost grown up.”


  Softly, Sasha sighed, and then started walking again. “Well… no, I don’t think she is.”


  Kriss bit her lower lip for a moment. “Why not? Did something happen?”


  “That’s… that’s hard to explain, Kriss,” Sasha told her. “It’s… it’s complicated.”


  She nodded, and continued walking in silence for a while. “I miss her,” she said.


  “Me too, sis. I’ve missed her for a long time.” With a light sigh, he curled his arm around his sister, pulling her in close. The wind picked up as well, and he tucked his longcoat to him tighter.


  “Sasha?” said Kriss after a moment.


  “Mmhm?”


  “I’ve been thinkin’. Maybe we should move in with Mistress Shiya.”


  “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Sasha said immediately, his ears pulling back.


  “I think it is. We don’t have much stuff, so it won’t be hard. ’Sides, you know how she wakes you up all the time when she needs something late at night, and you know how much that angers Miss Doris, the keeper. Don’t you think it’d be easier on both of you?”


  “Maybe, but—”


  “‘Sides, she’s a really nice lady,” Kriss continued on. “She even got me into a school, and I’ve never gone to school before.”


  “Well, yes, but… still…” Sasha tried to vocalize what he was thinking, but every time he tried, he faltered. “There’s…I mean… ”


  “I know what she does.”


  Again the older badger stopped in his tracks, looking at his sister incredulously. “You do?” was the only thing he could manage after several minutes with his mouth hanging open.


  Kriss nodded, looking at the ground. She started to scuff the pavement with a brand new shoe, another present from Mistress Shiya. “I asked her once and she told me. I didn’t understand all of it, but she treated me like a big girl.” The smaller girl risked a glance upward, and Sasha was struck by how tall she had become. Again, he was rendered speechless for a few moments, before he sighed.


  “I guess you are a big girl, aren’t you?” He smiled at his little sister, ruffling over her head.


  She squirmed and looked up at him. “Mmhm. I bet I can beat you home, too!”


  “Huh?”


  But she was already off, calling back, “Last one there’s a rotten egg!”


  ***


  “What do you want to do, Sasha?”


  The sudden words caused the badger to yelp and turn, half-sitting on the bed he was nearly finished making. That it was Mistress Shiya behind him caused his heart to beat no less rapidly, but for an entirely different reason. Her hair was tousled in a way that he had come to know well, working in a bordello, and the thought was only compounded as the corset she wore was slightly out of place, baring her bosom to his eyes. He could see also that the straps holding it up were around her shoulders instead of over them. A quick glance downward confirmed that there was no underwear to speak of. With his throat suddenly dry, he turned away from her, coughing.


  All of this was met with a simple tilt to her head. “Are you well? Coming down with something?”


  “N-no, mistress… you just scared me.”


  “Sasha, why do you turn away? I can see that you find me pleasing…”


  In the seconds it took for the badger to process this information, he flushed, clapping his paws over his crotch, and then started to stammer in his embarrassment. Shiya cut him off. “No, no, don’t worry about it. Where I come from, Sasha, we are not ashamed of the reactions of the body, because it is simply natural. You are pleased by my appearance, and you show it. Why be ashamed of yourself, of how you feel?”


  His ears pressed against his head, the badger gestured vaguely to the lizard’s clothing. She looked down. “Oh.” A warm laugh bubbled from her lips, walking to the side and opening a closet. “I suppose that would be a distraction, wouldn’t it?” she said while slipping on a robe. “Forgive me. I had just come from a customer… and I suppose you knew that, didn’t you?” Smirking, she tightened it around her waist as he came back to him. “Still, you didn’t answer my original question. What do you want to do?”


  “What do you mean?” he asked, glancing back at her robed form before he turned to face her.


  “With your life, Sasha. What do you want to be?”


  Sasha started to speak, and then faltered. Frowning heavily, he thought for a while before shaking his head in a rather violent motion. “No, no… it… it doesn’t matter. I want to be whatever I have to be in order to provide for my sister. That’s what’s most important to me.” He looked down and away, still frowning. “I’m all she has left…”


  He flicked his ears toward the sound of footsteps coming closer, and then felt Mistress Shiya’s presence, crouching down beside him. “You don’t have to do it alone, Sasha. Let me help you.”


  She lay her hand on his shoulder, and he let it stay there for a moment before his face suddenly darkened, and he pulled away. “No. No. I can’t impose. You’ve done enough. You’re not my… I’m fine. We’ll be fine. We’ll make it.” The badger glanced at her, quickly looking away. “Thank you, Mistress Shiya, for your help. I’m going to go attend to the other rooms now.”


  He left the room quickly, and the lizard was left there. She sighed, sitting on the bed and letting her tail curl around her leg. “No, I’m not your mother,” she said, to the empty room.


  ***


  “What do you do here, boy?”


  Sasha jumped in surprise, then looked behind him at one of the patrons, a rather lecherous looking bear with a gut on him. He attempted a small smile. “I’m Mistress Shiya’s assistant, sir. Do you need something?”


  “Well, I know one thing you can help me with, boy,” the bear said, his voice getting a little gruff.


  Sasha’s smile became fixed under the increasingly intense stare of the burly patron. His ears flattened against his head. “… what is it?”


  Uttering a deep laugh, the bear simply smirked. “Oh come now, boy. You work in a whore house… you know exactly what I want. And ain’t you the cutest thing I ever saw, heh heh.”


  “Um, sir, I don’t think that I can help you, um. Cuz, uh, I don’t, er, do that… ”


  Clapping his paws to his stomach, the bear let out a booming laugh. “Haw haw haw. Sure you don’t, boy! And I’m the Duke. So why don’t you give an old bear some sweetness, huh?”


  Going by the way he seemed to sway and his general odor, Sasha guessed that the bear was drunk. Still, he had a strong grip, and was halfway to trying to force Sasha to his knees when somebody intervened. Darla grabbed the bear by his arm and tugged him off balance, simultaneously giving him a slap across his face. “Here now, yoo leave that boy alone! He don’t work here like that!”


  The drunk bear raised a paw to smash Darla across her homely face, but he was again tugged off balance by Sylvia, whom Sasha now knew to be a gazelle. The bear crashed into the wall, knocking over some of the incense that the badger had just put up. He was clearly dazed, but looked to be furrowing his brow in a thunderous anger. Sylvia half-turned to Sasha, mouthing the words “Go get Bailey.” Gulping, the badger was soon off. Bailey was known as the doorman, and had been in the service of Mistress Shiya or some time. There was no question of Bailey’s ability, and he seemed genuinely fond of the girls and boys working under their mutual boss. But it wasn’t the fact that Bailey towered over everyone at eight feet of height that made Sasha uneasy.


  What made Sasha uneasy was the fact that Bailey was a golem.


  There was nothing inherently wrong with golems. Although they mostly worked in out-of-the-way areas, they had a reputation for being imposing. Often their size and stature was what was needed for all of the advanced clockwork mechanisms within their body, making them very heavy. However well they did what they were told, most people—including Sasha—found them disturbing. But Bailey was different. Unlike most golems, Bailey exhibited an intelligence beyond what clockwork, however complicated, was capable of. He spoke with the others, held conversations, and sometimes he even seemed to smile though his mouth was fixed. And while he was most certainly intimidating, Sasha also couldn’t help but like him a little. It was a very complicated set of feelings.


  There was little time for thinking over that, so he pushed those feelings aside and knocked on the large closet that served as Bailey’s room. “Yes,” came the deep barrel from inside.


  The badger quaked at that voice, but swallowed. “Bailey, there’s an unruly patron… he’s getting out of control.”


  “I will be there momentarily,” came the voice again. Soon after, the door swung inward, and all Sasha could see was darkness. It was broken by two lights that signified Bailey’s eyes, and then the golem drew himself from the closet like a black monolith. Nodding to Sasha, Bailey started to move off in the direction of the disturbance, with the badger trailing in his wake.


  Sasha trailed behind long enough to hear the scattered shouts of surprise from the golem arriving onto the scene. Bailey went right to the disturbance, plucking the bear off his feet from the mess of broken incense and bent plates. The badger went to Darla and Sylvia, the former on the floor, seeming to have taken a few blows to the head. “Is she okay?” Sasha asked the gazelle.


  “Och, Ah’ll be fine, young un,” Darla said, blinking heavily. “That bear’s got some heavy paws; he knocked me fer quite th’ loop ’n no mistake!”


  “You harmed one of my friends. Perhaps I should harm you instead,” Bailey told the unruly bear, now held up by his collar. The drunkard flailed around, whether in fright or no, Sasha couldn’t tell.


  “Bailey, just lead—”


  “YOU, BOY! YOU GET THIS OVERGROWN TIN CAN OFFA ME, AND I MEAN RIGHT NOW!” boomed the bear, still swinging from Bailey’s grip. Sasha’s face hardened.


  “Bailey, take him outside,” Sasha said. “And if he keeps flailing like that, break a finger. Keep breaking fingers until he understands.”


  The bear blinked blearily at that, then looked up at Bailey while the golem slowly swiveled its head to “look” at the bear. “With pleasure,” it said, its voice rolling in the sort of purr that promised great enjoyment in inflicting harm. The bear squeaked and fell still, before Bailey trumped off toward the entrance and down the hall.


  The adrenaline shortly left him, and with a sigh, he flopped backwards into a seat, his ears flat against his head. “I’m scared of him,” he admitted aloud.


  “Don’t worry about him, he’s harmless.” The badger nearly leaped out of his fur as he looked up.


  He saw first the dress—a simplistic affair, light gray with red sash— that hugged her curves as he had come to know she preferred. It was again sleeveless, showing off the strange tattoos that traversed the length of her arms. Sasha once remembered asking about why she showed them off, and she simply smiled before giving him another task. Mistress Shiya smiled down at him, then looked to Darla. “Everything all right there, Darla?”


  The sheep sat up, albeit slowly. “Och, just a little knock there… Ah’ll be ship-shape in no’ time. ”


  Smiling warmly, both she and Sylvia helped up the heavyset woman. “Sylvia, go get Darla patched up, alright? Sasha, be a dear and go knock on the doors, tell the others that everything’s been taken care of.”


  “Um… even if they’re… busy?” Sasha really wished he could help himself from blushing so much. It’s not like he hadn’t seen the act performed. There were a few times when the patrons either couldn’t wait until they could get to a room, or had no shame with regard to paying for sex. And yet, and still…


  Shiya thought for a moment, then grinned. “Only if they ask. Now run along.”


  Something still held Sasha still. “Um… Mistress Shiya…?”


  “Yes, Sasha?”


  “Is… I heard, a while back, about a bunch of golems that got… tinkered with, and killed their owners. Is that—?”


  “No,” Shiya said, shaking her head. “Bailey… Bailey is different. He has a name. Most golems don’t have that luxury. It’s what separates him from the rest. Besides… he’s very special to me, and has actually been tinkered with before. He still protected me.” She looked down at Sasha, her black eyes seeming to bore into him. “And he’ll protect you, too. He likes you.” Again, she paused, then shrugged. “If worse comes to worst, he will not get past me. Now go on.”


  Nodding hastily, the badger couldn’t help but feel her eyes on his back as he left the room.


  ***


  Even though he and his sister had been living there a week, Sasha had yet to shake the feeling that the hallways were too long in Mistress Shiya’s manor. Or was it a mansion? Sasha honestly didn’t know. The house seemed massive to him, and it even came with a butler, who came by every so often and cleaned. He was still finding his way when he, quite abruptly, came to where he was looking for.


  The door didn’t seem that big or grand, or at least grander or more imposing than any of the other doors. Still, this one gave him a bit of pause because it was… well, Mistress Shiya’s door. He’d been asked here, “whenever he had a chance,” she’d said. And even though he had officially moved in with her, he still felt a little uneasy about doing so. However, it was nice to have more space… much, much more space. Gathering himself with a sigh, he knocked on the door.


  “Come in,” came the soft, dusky tone of Mistress Shiya, and the badger entered. As he closed the door, he had to adjust his eyes to the lower light in here. As opposed to the many naphtha lights outside her room, inside there were only four candles dotted about the room. “I’m over here,” she said again, directing Sasha’s attention to the bed.


  On a nightstand beside the bed, with one of the two candles by the bed was a bottle and a glass. On the bed was Mistress Shiya, one foot on the ground, the other leg folded inward with the foot resting against her thigh. She held a glass of liquid in one hand, the other holding open a book which she lowered as Sasha came in. As he came closer, he realized with a start that she was wearing very little. The lizard seemed dressed for bed, in a white, sheer dressing gown or perhaps a shift to go with her messy white hair. He stopped about halfway across the room. “Is it… all right? You look like you’re about to go to bed.”


  “Hm?” Shiya looked up, then closed the book over a finger. “Oh, no, no, it’s perfectly alright, Sasha. Please… come in. I wanted to talk to you for a little while.” With book in hand, she gestured beside her. “Come, sit. Would you like some wine?”


  “Uh… yes, please.” The badger had never had wine before, but he felt it would be rude to refuse her, especially since he lived there now. He sat where indicated, but made sure to leave some distance between them. After all, he was in the bedroom of a very beautiful female. He wanted to comport himself accordingly.


  Pulling a ribbon from the nightstand, she tucked it into her place in the book and set it down. Placing her glass on the stand, she poured some of the wine into the second glass, passing it to Sasha who took it with a nod of thanks. “This is actually one of the better years… or so I’ve heard. I’ve tried some and it’s not half bad. Very fruity, which I like.” Shiya glanced at Sasha, noting the badger’s overall nervous air. “And by all means, Sasha, relax. This is casual, not business or anything. Just a simple conversation. Please, take a sip of the wine. I think you’ll like it.”


  Sasha blushed again, and nodded quickly, putting the glass to his lips and sipping as requested. He jerked forward in surprise as the wine’s complicated flavors burst upon his unsuspecting and inexperienced tongue, swallowing in reflex. There was a slight tang in the aftertaste, and he tilted his head, swallowing once more to try and clear it. The little reverie was broken when he heard giggling, looking over to see Mistress Shiya with wine glass in her hand, the other covering her mouth.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, amusement dancing about her tone. “Was that your first cup of wine?” Sasha nodded, flushing a little bit. He didn’t know why he was flushing, but he just felt the blood rushing to his face, making it a little warm. He tried to shake off the feeling, his ears going back. “Are you feeling alright, Sasha? Is the wine getting to you?”


  Stubbornly, the badger shook his head, getting a little dizzy doing so. “I’m fine, Mistress Shiya. Really.”


  “Nonsense,” she chided gently. “I probably should have brought up some water for you.”


  Sasha’s ears went back. “No, really, Mistress Shiya, I’m—” He made a sound, as if all the words he was going to say crashed into each other since their outlet was closed. The lizard, a small smile on her face, shushed him.


  “It’s okay, Sasha,” she told him, and then pulled him abruptly, if gently. “You don’t have to play the adult for me.” Her hand lightly stroked over his arm, hugging her closer to her body. Sasha felt his face burn in embarrassment, and possibly still due to the little alcohol that he had. But the fact was that… the lizard was very soft, and she was just… holding him. Comforting him. He squirmed a little, many feelings bubbling up within him, at least one of which was creating another source of embarrassment entirely. All of this was making it very hard for him to speak or react.


  She was able to deftly remove the wine glass from his paw. “Shh…” Shiya gently shushed him, giving him a further hug, lowering her head to gently nuzzle to his. “Sasha, I wanted to have a talk with you because you seemed very stressed lately,” she said in a soft voice. “And it’s only seemed to increase since you moved in here. Is there something wrong?”


  The badger squirmed a little more, trying to pull away from her. “No… there’s nothing.” He looked up at her, and saw that she held a sad smile on her face.


  “Sasha… last night, I overheard you crying. You were reading a book, in the sitting room. The book didn’t look like anything I have in the library.” Reaching up, she gently stroked over his cheek, leaning in to kiss her forehead. “Sasha, what’s bothering you? What’s in the book?”


  “It’s… it’s nothing,” he mumbled softly, but couldn’t meet her eyes. “Can I have another drink?” he asked suddenly.


  “Are you sure?”


  He nodded dumbly, and then she, with some reservation, gave him a wine glass, and he took another, deeper sip before handing it back to her. They stayed like that for a time, with Shiya rubbing over Sasha’s arm, and Sasha with his eyes firmly on the floor. Eventually he spoke, if softly.


  “It was my mother’s. My mother’s diary. She… she killed herself in a fire. She burned down our house. Kriss doesn’t know that. All she knows is that she died in that fire. That’s the only thing I could tell her. Mother… wasn’t acting right for a while. She kept seeing things, and crying. That was the beginning. Later, she started getting angry for no reason, yelling at me and Kriss both, then coming back to us and comforting us, like mother used to. When she got like this, I tried to protect Kriss from her, and even took a few beatings for whatever she thought we were doing wrong. When mother… when she got sick… she always was blaming us for something, and I didn’t know why. When she…” tears began to fall from Sasha’s eyes, dropping to his lap. “… died… she threw her diary at me… and I’ve been reading it ever since. She… Father went missing. Father… was involved with something with the King… she loved Father very much. And she kept saying… that… that I should follow in Father’s footsteps… but I don’t know what he did… and… when his letters stopped coming… she threw us out… and killed herself, and I don’t understand why, and—”


  Blinking, Sasha watched in a daze as the lizard lifted his chin up, kissed away his tears, and then pressed her lips to his. She had her eyes closed, but she held the kiss, and slowly his eyes closed as well. As the kiss went deeper, Shiya tilting her head to the side to do so, Sasha felt his paws seeming to move of their own accord, gripping into her shift so tight as to almost tear it. He was trembling, he realized. His body quivered as the dam of emotion was breached, everything flowing out first in words, now in action. And she took it, directed it, pressing him down to the soft cushions of his employer’s bed, his paws roaming over her arms, her shoulders, her neck, even going so far as to trace the very tips of his nails across those pillowy mounds on her chest.


  When the kiss broke, he found himself panting, his heart thumping, his body primed for something he couldn’t quite name. She was over him, her tattooed arms holding her up as she gazed down at him, her gaze searching. His paws rested on her sides, still somewhat tremulous, his body still subjected to the outpouring. As he tried to speak, her finger was there on his lips, neatly silencing him. “I think you need this,” she said in a low voice, barely above a whisper. “But if you feel uncomfortable, then tell me to stop, and it’ll end. Alright?”


  Sasha nodded, and she kissed him again. He bowed to this one quicker, his eyes closing… only to find that this kiss ended far too soon. He panicked, thinking something was wrong, starting to look up… when a hand firmly planted on his chest forced him back down. His heart hammered in his chest, his thoughts frantic, when her lips pressed to his neck. The badger reeled, feeling her tongue slip out and up on his neck, only to be reined in and replaced with her soft lips. Over and over, down, down, down, she kissed over his body. As she took off Sasha’s shirt, the only reactions he gave were small motions to make the task easier for her, as well as the still-rampant pace of his heart. When she descended to his stomach, he looked down at her as best as he was able, fascinated by her motions. As she neared the rise in his breeches, a flush overtook his face, remembering the one time another had been down there, as well as numerous attempts which he dodged, unable to think of why later. Coal black eyes looked up at him as she neared the source of heat, hovering over it in anticipation. Shiya waited, searching his face until she saw acceptance, and a small nod bidding her onward. She exhaled, closed her eyes, then unlaced his breeches.


  It was the second Bezan Kiss Sasha had ever had in his life, and it was far better than the first. Mistress Shiya found every spot that Sylvia had found, as well as a few more that had him near spurting before long. She drew from him, however, leaving a dull ache in the pit of his stomach as he was denied. Again, he feared that he’d done something wrong, but then he was captivated as the sensual lizard drew up her shift, tossing it to the side, leaving her body bare. She lowered herself once more, crawling her fingers up his body before taking him into another kiss.


  Sasha found himself in a state of simultaneous excitement and relaxation, his body squirming from simply the feel of her skin on his fur. He was dimly aware of his paws wandering, consumed in the kiss and the light taste of his own maleness on her lips. It was only when she uttered a surprised sound that his state of relaxation snapped, a million different anxieties crowding his mind as he realized where he was touching. Panicked, he looked up at her face, only to find her offering a sultry smirk. “Go ahead,” Shiya told him, even going so far as to pull one of his paws to her bust, squeezing herself through it. “There are many ways to pleasure a female,” she continued, her eyes lidded almost shut, soft moans coming from her. “Here… oh… let me show you…” Making sure to keep contact with her body, Shiya drew his fingers down, eventually cupping his paw on her rear. The badger gave her an experimental squeeze, and she threw her head back in a gasp, pushing back to it.


  With a loving, patient hand, Mistress Shiya drew the badger on a tour of her body, whispering gentle encouragements, guiding him when to be firm and when to be soft. Sasha was the ever-eager pupil, though his reaction to her heady excitement entering the air drew a series of gasps from him. At her subtle insistence of rubbing herself to his chest, spreading her scent more, he gave her a kiss from Beza, pushing his snout between her legs while her tail played with his suddenly heavily aroused member. Shiya found herself taken off guard by how much came naturally to him and once again at his enthusiasm, her hands clutching into his head, continuing her soft words and praise when she had the breath to.


  Before too long, however, she pulled herself from him. He felt the light tremors of her body, immediately thinking he had done something wrong. Shiya pressed a finger to his lips, still smiling at him. She didn’t speak, simply moving down his body. Sasha was mesmerized by her until he felt that light push of something solid against the spire he had nearly forgotten about. He gasped in surprise, but she only continued to give him that secretive smile of hers. It dawned on him, right before it happened, what she was doing. Why she lifted herself on her legs and slid backwards. Why she came back down again. He moaned in surprised, finding himself being caressed by a warmth not unlike her mouth, but so very, very different, and yet just as wonderful, if not more. She had aimed him well, her tail seeming to come alive as she sat down on the badger, swinging around to convey her emotion. His tail was nowhere as visible, nor were his sounds audible; his nails dug into the covers, his entire body encased in tension.


  A hand drew itself down his gray, furry chest, causing his back to arch. His eyes opened, and she was there, her red skin seeming to pulse with blood, life, and shared intimacy, the few candles lit flickering as an unseen draft ghosted through the room. “Relax,” she told him, and he tried to, his body so ramped up because it was happening, it was happening, it was happening! Her hands on his stomach, Shiya leaned over and kissed him once again, and Sasha found the anchor he was looking for all unknowing. He gasped into her mouth, breathing harshly for a moment, then a moment more before the gentle kiss soothed him. Then, and only then, did she begin to ride.


  Even before she directed his paws to her thighs and hips, Sasha felt his awareness once again tunnel on her. Her form rose and fell on him, impaling herself beautifully on his body, her hands and nails settling on his waist. She dug into his rough fur, fingers twirling around shorter hairs as she started to speed, her breasts rising and falling with each stroke. Shiya threw her head back, slamming herself down upon him, and leaned forward in order to burrow the badger’s member deeper within her.


  For his part, Sasha simply held on for the ride, grabbing onto wherever he held, pleasure coursing through his body like a raging river. He soon became aware of a pressure building within him, rushing onward so fast, he barely was able to register it before it hit. A louder gasp tore from the badgers muzzle, his back bowing, and he was conscious, if barely, of his seed moving through his member, into the cloying heat of Mistress Shiya’s body. After, he felt his mind take flight, borne upward by the haze of orgasm and afterglow, with his body left trembling behind.


  The flight didn’t last long, but he when he came back to himself, he found Shiya lying atop him, her hair disheveled and hanging from her head, her light panting matching his own. The candles flickered around them, casting her face into shadow before she flicked her head backward, clearing her hair from her face. Softly, they kissed, and without speaking, she got off of him and lay at the head of the bed, Sasha soon to join her. He lay on her chest, nuzzling quietly into her. But still…


  “M-mistress Shiya?”


  “Yes?”


  “Was… was I any—”


  She cut him off, placing a finger on his muzzle. “That was as good as any man I’ve ever had,” she told him, “and quite better than most. With those words, he let himself relax.


  Her scent was comforting, laced throughout with evidence of their recent activity though it was. She was comforting. Almost as if there was something he had been missing for so long that he’d never quite figured out what it was until now. But now that he had it… now that he had it…


  Sasha realized he was crying when he felt Mistress Shiya’s hand stroke over his arm, her voice radiating concern. “Sasha, are you all right?”


  He took a deep breath, nodding to her as he looked up. “Yeah… yeah, I just… it feels nice. I feel well. Like… like a great weight… has been taken off my shoulders.” Another deep breath, calming, soothing, the last of his tears falling from his eyes. “I-I… I’m… I’m tired…” Despite chuckling, he felt a wave of weariness settle over him.


  “Sleep then,” Mistress Shiya told him, giving him a little squeeze. He clutched tighter to her body, nuzzling into her, and let out a little sigh.


  He started to feel himself drift off, but then he looked up at her. “Will… you be here, when I wake up?”


  “I will be here, Sasha,” she told him, working on getting the covers over both of their bodies.


  “Good,” he whispered, before sleep overtook him. “Good…”


  ***


  The smell of the sea, which pervaded all of Fairwind in some way or another, was strongest at the north end of the pier. Even further still north, just outside of the city, there was an outcropping of rock that had become Sasha’s retreat before he and his sister moved in with Mistress Shiya. Sasha thought to visit it one more time.


  From his rucksack, he drew the slightly charred book that had been his mother’s journal. It was a present, she had once told him, from her father, to encourage her in her schooling. Bracing himself against the wind and what he was about to do, Sasha opened the book toward the end and found the entry he was looking for.


  “To my dearest Sasha:


  “I wish I had been stronger for you and your sister. I did not know that losing your father would cost me so much. I do not know what I have done to you in particular, Sasha, but I wish I could take back those words, those harsh actions, for you did not deserve them. In my grief, I lost my mind.


  “I am not strong. I am not like your father. But I see your father in both of you, you most of all. And I must put one task on you. I want you to go to Fairwind, to the outcropping of rock to the north of the city, and I want you to throw this book out to sea. And with it, I want you to throw all of those bad memories of my fragile self with them. I know that you two will be well. Sasha, you’ve protected your sister against me in this. I hope that she has naught but good memories of me. And I hope that you and your sister will be well. Heed this advice: Go to Fairwind, for the city has many opportunities. Like your father, I know that you will succeed.


  “I love you, Sasha. I want you to know that, I never stopped loving you. My grief made me angry, but know that I always loved you and your sister.


  “Catherine”


  Taking a deep breath, Sasha closed the book, reached back, and hurled it into the sea. Immediately, he turned his back, hearing distantly the splash as the sea consumed the book.


  “Are you well, Sasha?” Mistress Shiya inclined her head, dressed in an overcoat to keep out the chill wind, like Sasha’s own, except a blood red color, matching her skin color and also her hair. The badger nodded, and went with her while they walked away.


  “Sasha?”


  “Yes?”


  “Would you like me to make you something to eat? It should be ready when your sister gets home.”


  “Yes,” the badger replied, wiping some tears away. “Yes, I would.”
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  Thou Shalt Not Kill


  1: Arrival


  Richard put his feet up and flipped through the dog-eared owners manual for the hundredth time. Today was the day he’d been waiting for: delivery day.


  The middle-aged lion could scarcely believe everything the owner’s manual promised. ‘Perfection Inc. ’ promised a totally perfect companion. The companion would meet his every need; do anything and everything that he desired without a qualm or complaint. He had been able to specify everything from basic physical features like species, height and weight to what kind of personality, if any, the genetically engineered pet would have. Richard had paid nearly the original price once over again in adding in the extra features—specifically the ones relating to sex.


  The badger he’d spoken to had informed him that despite their price, the sexual models were the most popular. The lion found himself getting aroused as he thought about it. Every male was designed with a muzzle that had no gag reflex, and his rear end would always feel like a virgin’s, no matter what. He was also made to feel pure pleasure. Richard would be able to enter him as roughly as he wanted and not have to worry about causing him any pain. He had decided to decline the NC model that only felt pain, and went with the Sensualist design instead. Better to have a doting servant then a frightened captive. Richard fully intended to rule the companion like he could not do with a real person, but he wasn’t sadistic and didn’t want him to suffer, even if he was just a manufactured person.


  Richard scanned over the guarantee and warranty info card in the enrollment packet again, but was interrupted when the phone rang. He sighed with annoyance, fully expecting it to be the delivery driver either delayed or unable to find his address. He looked at readout on the caller id: Cyan Winters. He grumbled slightly as he picked up the portable phone from its charger. Cyan was his on-again, off-again girlfriend, and also his boss. He wondered if she was calling about work or if this was a social call.


  “Hello?”


  “Hello, big boy,” she purred seductively.


  Social call, Richard decided.


  “Cyan,” he replied, “How are you?”


  “Oh, I’m feeling a little lonely tonight. I could use some… company.”


  Richard didn’t fail to notice the pause and the lingering, unspoken question in the lioness’s voice.


  The two lions had been seeing each other socially for a few months now. Their relationship had started out very professional, but Cyan had reached an age where she was clearly on a man-hunt. She considered Richard to be just the right specimen to pair up with. He wasn’t terribly interesting, but he was more than adequate at satisfying her carnal urges and he looked good on her arm at company functions. The lion was mostly ignorant of her opinions on him, apart from being able to tell she was clearly interested in a commitment he didn’t want to give her. She couldn’t fill all his needs, hence the order he placed for a custom made companion for himself.


  “I can’t, I’m afraid,” Richard said slowly as he searched for a good excuse. “Not tonight.”


  Richard could tell by her voice the lioness was clearly disappointed.


  “Aren’t you off this week, Richard?” Cyan prodded him again. “Maybe we could do dinner in a couple of days.”


  “Maybe,” Richard muttered. His distraction was easily noticeable in his voice.


  There was a knock at the door.


  Shit, not now!


  “I have to go, I’ll see you at work next week,” he said and quickly cut the connection. He knew she’d be steaming on the other end of the line, but right now he really didn’t care.


  Richard tossed the phone onto the couch along with the manual; he’d long since memorized the instructions by now, anyway. He quickly crossed his living room and opened the door.


  On the doorstep there was a young badger waiting, with a clipboard in one paw and a leash in the other. “Extra-special delivery for ya. Just sign here,” he said with a grin as he held out the clipboard.


  Richard barely looked at the delivery confirmation he was signing once he saw the companion standing just behind the badger. The leash he held was attached to a plain, brown collar around the companion’s neck. The companion was a young looking jaguar, sleek and attractive as specified. In addition to the collar, he wore a simple, one piece jumpsuit. It was plain black and emblazoned with the ‘Perfection, Inc. ’ logo on the chest. He stared straight ahead, not speaking or moving. His brilliant blue eyes appeared blank and empty.


  “And you’ve reviewed your activation instructions, of course.”


  “Yes, of course,” Richard replied.


  Once the paperwork was all completed, the badger held the end of the leash out to the proud new owner.


  “Here ya go mac, enjoy. ”


  Richard took the end of the leash and led his new companion inside. The jaguar instinctively followed.


  


  2: Activation and Setup


  Richard closed the door behind the companion once they had both entered his rather impressive home. He stood in front of his new companion, looked into his eyes and stated clearly as the instructions said to do.


  “Unit JVCS3163, activate.”


  The jaguar’s eyes blinked once and suddenly seemed to come alive. He made eye contact with Richard.


  “What do you wish my name to be?”


  Richard knew he’d better do this right, as they created a set of pre-programmed commands that were placed hypnotically into the companion’s mind, which would help determine his behavior.


  “Your name is slave,” Richard replied, looking down at the jaguar.


  “Acknowledged. How do you wish me to address you?”


  Richard almost sneered; he was really going to enjoy this. He felt the longing he’d been suppressing building up.


  “You shall address me as Master.”


  “Acknowledged, Master,” the companion stated and then became more alert, as if waking up. He looked up at Richard, his eyes seeming to be full of the admiration he was created to feel. “How can I serve you, Master?”


  Richard grinned. This was the moment he’d waited eight long weeks for.


  “Remove your clothing,” he commanded.


  slave immediately obeyed, and began to unzip the front of his ‘Perfection Inc. ’ jumpsuit. The zipper stopped at slave’s waist, and he began to shrug his lean shoulders out.


  Richard’s eyes widened as the jaguar’s chest was revealed. His lean and lithe body shimmered in the low lamplight; his chest was not too broad and covered with soft, white fur that slowly turned to silver around his shoulders. The white fur ran down to his belly, which had the outline of a six-pack. He was toned, but not muscular, just as specified.


  slave kicked off his shoes before continuing to remove his jump suit. He reached behind him and undid the clasp above his tail, then let the rest of the jumpsuit fall to the floor. His long tail slid out of the suit and curled up behind him.


  The lion gasped in amazement as he drank in the sight of the jaguar’s perfect body. Richard saw that the white fur ran all the way down to slave’s groin, between his legs, and under his tail, slave had no idea what he was doing to the lion already as he turned his legs just slightly to step out of the jumpsuit, giving Richard a view of his shapely inner thighs.


  The jaguar stood completely without embarrassment, naked to his owner.


  “Am I acceptable, Master?”


  “Yes… yes, you are perfect!” Richard couldn’t believe how precisely this jaguar matched his fantasies, his idea of the perfect mate… the perfect submissive.


  slave blushed a little at that, so happy that his Master was pleased with him. He had been programmed to feel admiration for Richard and be completely devoted to him. slave looked his owner up and down, not failing to notice the obvious bulge in the lion’s pants.


  “May I take care of that for you, Master?” he asked, pointing at Richards crotch.


  This was too incredible, and all he’d fantasized about. The lion was so insanely aroused right now, he’d forgotten he was supposed to be commanding slave to service him.


  “Please, slave,” he weakly responded.


  “With pleasure, Master.” slave smiled happily and approached the lion.


  The young jaguar got on his knees to begin unbuckling the lion’s belt.


  “Setup complete,” Richard muttered as he felt his companion’s soft paws upon him. slave was slowly pulling the lion’s rapidly hardening cock out of his opened zipper now. Richard moaned and steadied himself on the back of the sofa as he felt the jaguar’s wonderfully soft lips on his cocktip as they slowly parted and his cock was surrounded by the warm, wet muzzle of his new pet. The jaguar wasted no time in getting to work on his master’s maleness. His rough, feline tongue lapped up and down Richard’s thick shaft and gently teased the barbs around his cockhead. Cyan refused to do this, and even though he held fond memories of the last lover who had, this jaguar was the best he could remember having.


  Soon, slave stopped licking and teasing his new master and proceeded to take every inch of his owner’s length into his short muzzle. Richard grunted as he felt himself pressing against the back of the jaguar’s throat, then gave a throaty groan as slave adjusted his neck and Richard felt himself sliding down into slave’s tight throat. He looked down to see that slave’s petite nose was now buried in the fur above his groin, slowly moving back and forth, allowing the thick lioncock to slide in and out of his throat. Richard knew that he couldn’t hold on very long. He’d been dreaming about this for weeks and it had been far too long since his last sexual encounter. He felt he could hold on a few minutes more to enjoy the feeling of the jaguars tight throat on him.


  That was until he felt slaves paws on his full balls, gently tugging and squeezing them, coaxing him closer to the edge. He let out a roar as the sensations overwhelmed him and he couldn’t hold back. The lion’s thick cockhead started to blast long, thick streams of his seed down the submissive jaguars throat, slave didn’t say a word. The only sound that could be heard was a quiet gulping as he worked to swallow down every last drop of his master’s thick load before slowly releasing the lion’s softening member.


  


  3: Touring the Features


  Richard soon found out that slave had a wide array of talents. He fulfilled his duties in the bedroom more than adequately. He had information about every known sexual position and kink, including the Kama Sutra, loaded into his brain. Richard’s original idea of just having slave around when he needed a release and couldn’t find anyone else was quickly pushed out of his mind, slave soon became his one and only lover, surpassing all others Richard had ever had in skill and in willingness to do anything.


  For the first week he stayed there, slave had sex with his lion Master in every room of the house. They never stopped. In fact, even after his vacation time had run out, Richard called in sick several days to stay home just to see what trick slave would pull next. The jaguar never failed to surprise him, and the pleasure was always overwhelming.


  Soon, the more pedestrian duties of housekeeping were upon them. Richard looked around the house after a two-week period of constant sex and realized the house was a mess, he had no clean clothes, and they were out of food, slave ate very little and never ran out of energy thanks to his perfectly balanced metabolism, courtesy of his creators. Richard, on the other hand, needed to go grocery shopping. He left slave to clean up the kitchen. As he opened the door, he looked back to see slave’s tail flicking up as he bent over to open a lower kitchen cabinet. Richard could feel his cock stirring again and he knew he had to leave now or he’d never be able to tear himself away from the jaguar’s perfect, tight rear. He only intended to get a few essentials anyway as he did not want to be away from his new companion for too long.


  While Richard was out, slave got to work in the kitchen. Once his master returned with food he cooked dinner for them both. Part of slave’s mental options was a culinary package that made him an excellent cook. The young jaguar soon became invaluable to his Master, and Richard wondered how he ever got along without him.


  ***


  Richard sighed discontentedly, slaves ears perked up and he placed his paw on the lion’s wrist.


  “What’s wrong, Master?” The smaller feline asked, concern evident in his voice.


  The two were eating together in the dining room. As usual, slave had prepared a wonderful meal which he expected would be followed by Master pinning him down on the table or against the wall and taking him right there in the dining room as had happened the last three nights.


  “Oh, nothing really,” Richard said with a sigh. “I really have to go back to work tomorrow or Cyan will kill me.”


  “Cyan?” slave asked.


  “My boss,” Richard said, “and sometimes more,” he muttered.


  slave felt slightly flushed all of a sudden. He’d been extremely happy and content to serve Richard, his Master, his whole life. In a way he was surprised that there was someone else in Master’s life and that the big lion indeed had a life beyond this house. He would have to find plenty to do during the day to occupy himself with.


  He gave the lion’s right paw a reassuring squeeze.


  “It’s okay, sir,” he said with a smile. “I’ll be here for you when you get home.”


  Richard looked at his pet. He hadn’t expected slave to attempt to cheer him up or put his mind at ease.


  “There really is a lot more to you than the catalogues promised,” he said as he took the jaguar’s paw in his and stood up. “Come, my pet. Let’s enjoy my last night off for a while.”


  slave squealed with delighted surprise as Richard picked him up. The lion’s strong arms cradled his light body as he was carried up the stairs to the bedroom, slave knew what was coming, but tonight, Master’s last night before returning to the daily grind of life, it was different. The larger feline had laid him down on his back in their bed and had taken him slowly and gently as opposed to the desperate and carnal way the lion usually fucked him. This was different, and slave glowed for hours afterward.


  ***


  On his owner’s first day back at work, slave was determined to show Master all he could do for him. slave had a definite routine that he followed to make sure Master was well taken care of. First thing in the morning, slave would wake his owner up by pleasuring him orally. Then, he would see the bleary-eyed lion into the shower to clean him up, licking and stroking him as he scrubbed his tawny fur clean, slave then left Master to dry off as he laid out clothes for the day.


  A shirt and tie, slacks, and jacket were meticulously prepared for his owner, slave always wore his little leather collar, and very little else. His daily clothing was mostly sheer shirts and panties or nothing at all, and a variety of earrings, bracelets, and necklaces. Master liked to think of him as his own harem boy, and that pleased slave. He didn’t know why that made him happy, but he decided not to question it.


  While Master dressed, slave prepared breakfast. He worked hard to ensure that breakfast was always a spectacular affair, outmatched only by dinner. The jaguar made sure Master’s breakfast was nutritious, and filled the big lion with energy for the day without leaving him feeling too full.


  Once Master had gone for the day, slave often felt a little lost. He longed for Master to be there with him, but he busied himself with making sure the house was spotless and then, later in the day, preparing dinner.


  


  4: Product Review


  “Whoo hooo, look who deigned to grace us with his presence!”


  Richard grimaced at his co-worker, a rather obnoxious wolf named Lon, as he spoke. Lon was grinning madly, and was soon demanding to know all about Richard’s two-week absence.


  He knew this was going to happen—most of his fellow senior managers knew he’d had a companion made for himself. The endless barrage of questions began as soon as he got inside the building, and continued throughout the day during coffee breaks and lunch. Everyone wanted to know what companions were like: was it true they’d do anything you wanted, was it true the sex was fantastic and unlike anything you’d ever had before, and that they’d gladly cook you dinner afterward that would be comparable to a five-star restaurant?


  Richard rolled his eyes at some questions, but he really did enjoy all this attention. He raved about slave and his abilities at every turn. He quite enjoyed being in the spotlight for a while, short as that time was. Cyan, in full boss mode, quickly halted the light mood of the morning to call Richard into her office. Richard followed with some apprehension as everyone else scurried back to work.


  “Take a seat,” she said, indicating the empty chair opposite her desk.


  As Richard sat, she smoothed down her suit and sat down. She stared him down for a moment before she spoke. “I thought we were going to talk about this.”


  “Cyan—” he started.


  “It’s Ms. Winters today,” she interrupted him, her voice carrying an edge to it. Before he could speak again, she continued. “Look, I know males have needs, Richard. And I was open to the possibility of allowing you to get a pet to satisfy you, but to go out and have one made to your specifications without consulting me is inexcusable. I had to find out about your pet through the office grapevine.”


  Richard bristled under the barrage. In the time they’d been seeing each other he had been growing steadily more uneasy with her desire to control him, along with her almost paranoid need for secrecy. It wasn’t as if anyone in the office didn’t know what they were up to.


  “I want him,” she said flatly.


  The lion’s ears went back and his face registered a combination of surprise and growing anger. “You what?”


  “We were supposed to make this decision together, Richard. It was… bold of you to do this on your own. I want to see how well you’ve done. Consider it an evaluation of your decision-making skills if you like.”


  Richard’s expression was stony, but inside he was feeling a mix of panic, jealousy and strangely, arousal. The lioness just looked at him with a sly smirk.


  “Fine,” he said evenly. “When?”


  “Tonight,” she replied as she flipped through her day planner and crossed off whatever she had previously written down for this evening. “We’ll meet at The Dove for drinks at eight and then go back to your place. Consider this a birthday present.” She smiled sweetly, but Richard knew he didn’t have any other choice.


  “My companion usually cooks for me. Why don’t you just come over later?” Richard tried to take at least some control over the situation. Inside he was bristling at Cyan’s recent growing dominance.


  “Fine,” she said with a click of her tongue.


  He was walking a fine line between being the dominant male over the lioness and also respecting her place in the chain of command in the company. If he broke it off, it could harm his career so he thought it best to let her get tired of him as she had with so many others. Then there would be no animosity between them. For now though, he might as well let her haveher way and play with his new toy even though he felt a pang of jealousy at the thought of it.


  ***


  slave sniffed deeply and allowed his keen feline senses to detect all the subtle flavours of the stew he had been preparing. Dinner was almost ready for his master’s return from work. The young jaguar’s vision swam for a moment, causing him to back up and shake his head to clear it. Surely the stew wasn’t that strong, he thought to himself. The mild dizziness soon passed and he decided to let the stew simmer for another hour before Richard got home. In the meantime, he decided to prepare himself for his master’s return.


  The slim feline returned to the spacious upstairs bathroom. Master was a much larger male than he was, so the shower was huge by slave’s standards. He preferred to wear his Perfection, Inc. jumpsuit around the house when Richard wasn’t home. It was very form fitting, but it wasn’t quite as encumbering as the lingerie and other costumes that his owner usually liked him to wear. For doing the daily housework when he was home alone, he wanted to wear something that he could get dirty and not worry about damaging.


  The thought amused him as he slipped out of his jumpsuit. Master often tore his clothes off to mount him, anyway, so maybe it didn’t matter after all. Maybe he just preferred to be comfortable while scrubbing vegetables.


  slave usually took two showers per day. He showered once in the morning before he woke Richard up with his muzzle. That one was to clean the sweat and other fluids from the previous night off his body so he would be an appealing sight when his master first laid eyes on him. The second one was in the late afternoon and usually took much longer than the first. The second shower was when he really spent a lot of extra time and effort to scrub every inch of himself, brush his fur and add some perfume to enhance his natural scent.


  Master liked him to look as feminine as possible while still appearing and smelling obviously male. To that end, all his panties were slightly tight on him, which had the effect of clearly outlining his male parts, slave enjoyed teasing his master, so just before the big lion came home he would fantasize about the night’s activities to give himself the beginnings of an erection. Seeing slave happy to see him and ready for him always seemed to make the lion happy when he came home from work.


  slave dried himself off and began brushing his fur till it was soft and neat. He was looking in the mirror to pluck any stray fur that would make his coat look unkempt when he noticed his eyes were slightly bloodshot. He wondered if perhaps he weren’t getting enough sleep. Then again, his body was still in its “breaking in” stage at this point. He decided that he would take an afternoon nap starting tomorrow so that he would be full of energy for his busy evenings.


  His extensive preparations paid off once again though. Later that day, Master came home and they enjoyed a splendid meal together. To his delight, it seemed that Master hadn’t lost any of his stamina or desire by being back at work. Immediately after finishing his meal, the dominant male had quickly shoved the plates to one side of the table before picking up slave’s slight form.


  slave ended up on his back on the dining room table, naked except for the stockings on his widely spread legs as his master took him savagely. The lion kissed slave’s cheek as he came down from the high of his climax, slave blushed happily and felt fulfilled in his day’s work. He purred deeply as Master’s strong arms scooped him up from the table. He felt the lion’s thick cock jolt inside him as Richard sat down in one of the chairs around the table while still deep under his twitching tail.


  The lion leaned down and kissed the jaguar full on the muzzle. The two males shared the kiss for a long moment, and slave moaned as he felt Richard’s softening lioncock slip from his well-used tailhole. Then Master leaned back in his chair and gently caressed slave’s cheek.


  slave giggled girlishly and reached up to play with the lion’s mane. His smile faded as he saw his owner’s expression darken.


  “My girlfriend is coming over tonight, slave,” he said. “I want you to show her a good time, all right?”


  His master’s voice sounded almost pleading, as if he wanted slave to agree, slave was slightly confused. It wasn’t like the lion could expect him to say no if his programming held true.


  “Of course, sir. Anything you like,” slave agreed.


  “Good boy,” Richard cooed while he petted slave’s bare chest. “She’ll be here soon, so go get ready and wait for her in the bedroom.”


  slave hopped up to do as he was told. Richard gave him a playful pat on the bottom and watched the lithe jaguar dash up the stairs to prepare.


  


  5: Expanding Parameters


  Cyan closed the bedroom door behind her and turned to Richard’s spacious bed. Laying on it, waiting for her, was Richard’s companion. Her eyes greedily ran over his sleek, feminine physique. He was clad in a sheer shirt that exposed his midriff and a pair of sky blue panties which matched his radiant eyes.


  The lioness purred as she drank him in. Richard was handsome enough, as lions went, and his muscular physique was the type society expected her to partner with, but she had a dominant streak that longed to have some fun with a male who wasn’t afraid of his more feminine side. She licked her lips as she thought of the fun she planned to have with this hot little number.


  She strolled up to the bed and dropped an oversized purse onto the silk sheets. Inside were her toys for the night. The slim jaguar eyed the bag with a nervous gaze.


  “Oh, don’t you worry, kitten. One of us is certainly going to enjoy this.”


  The effete male gulped slightly.


  “What’s your name, kitten?”


  “slave,” the jaguar responded with a soft voice.


  Cyan couldn’t quite stifle the urge to roll her eyes at Richard’s complete lack of subtlety. She decided to play along with it anyway.


  “You will address me as Mistress,” she commanded. She had to admit, it was rather a fun idea.


  “Yes, Mistress,” slave agreed.


  The female lion quickly stripped off her clothes, revealing herself fully to her pet for the night. She gracefully crawled onto the bed, taking up position behind slave. She began to pet him softly. He seemed nervous to her even though he was supposed to be built for nights like this. She thought he seemed ill at ease somehow. Her worries faded as her gentle caresses along slave’s back elicited a soft purr.


  “That’s a good boy,” she murmured in his ear as her claws raked softly through the fur on his back, gently scratching at the sensitive skin underneath.


  One paw made it down to the curve of his rump and she ran a fingertip gently across slave’s blue panties.


  “I mean, good girl’,” she said with a smile.


  slave blushed as Cyan teased him. At first she slowly ran her fingertips over his bottom, but before long her paw had slinked round to his front and was slowly stroking up and down along the stiffening lump in the front of his panties.


  “Oh, Mistress,” slave moaned as she teased him to full arousal.


  “That’s more like it,” Cyan purred.


  Having gotten slave in the mood, it was time for some real fun. She pulled him over her knee and slowly tugged his panties down. His tail swished up out of the way and she quickly used her thumb and forefinger to spread his small cheeks apart to reveal his tight, pink hole. He continued to purr steadily as she rubbed her finger around the rim.


  Cyan reached into her bag for a bottle of lube. She popped the cap like an expert and when her fingertip returned to slave’s tailhole it was slick and she pressed it inside slowly. The jaguar moaned as she slowly penetrated him with her long, slim finger.


  “Does my naughty kitten like that?” She asked as she found his prostate and rubbed it with her fingertip.


  slave moaned and his barbed cathood throbbed with arousal.


  “Yes, Mistress,” he groaned.


  “Well, there’s a lot more where that came from for naughty girls like you.”


  Cyan reached into her bag again and this time she withdrew a rather unusual looking buttplug. It was long and the tip was surrounded by simulated barbs, which slave should be quite used to by now. The base of it was thick and round, so that it would hold itself in place very well. She covered the toy from base to tip with the slick lubricant and placed the tip against slave’s slightly moist entrance. She then shoved the shaft all the way in. slave gave a pained yowl at the sudden penetration. The lioness began to pump the toy in and out rapidly, pummeling his ever-tight tailhole with the toy to warm him up before slamming the plug home.


  slave whimpered and squealed as Cyan opened him up with the thick, barbed toy. For a moment, she was worried that she’d hurt him. She slipped her other paw under his belly and down between his slim thighs. She relaxed when she could feel his rock hard erection. She gave it a squeeze as she pushed the thick base fully into him. The jaguar squealed as his anus was spread wide around the plug before closing around the base.


  “There, good girl,” Cyan cooed as she stroked along slave’s back and gave his hard cathood another firm squeeze.


  “Now then, you will put that pretty muzzle to use.”


  Cyan lay on her back, her head relaxing into a pile of pillows. She stretched luxuriously and spread her legs invitingly.


  Although he’d never done this before, slave clearly knew what to do. Cyan gasped with pleasure at the first touch of the feline’s rough tongue on her sensitive lips. She’d intended to let him get her nice and wet before she used him to get off, but tormenting his gorgeous tail had turned her on a good deal more than she had thought. She decided to just see how long she could keep the submissive jaguar going as she relaxed, closed her eyes and lost herself in the feeling.


  The lioness’s purr was louder and steadier than slave’s. Apart from her purr, she was mostly silent in her enjoyment. Instead of crying out with pleasure, she bit her lip and her claws tore new holes in Richard’s sheets. All that existed for her now was the feeing of slave’s rough tongue lapping up her juices and licking up and down along her moist slit. He had her almost to the edge teasing up and down her lips with his tongue alone, and then he found her clit. She growled deeply as he lapped around her hood and began to suckle on the tiny nub of pleasure. He didn’t have to work there for very long before Cyan came for the first time that night. Her hot juices flowed over slave’s short muzzle as she climaxed. Her whole body shivered and it felt like her every nerve was on edge, slave diligently lapped up all she had to offer. Lacking any further command, he continued to lick her lips and clit.


  “Such a good girl,” she purred to him. She looked down to see his head moving gently as he lapped up and down along her sex.


  slave seemed to not get tired and kept steadily licking her through three more shattering climaxes.


  “Stop, my pet,” Cyan gasped after her fourth orgasm. “I need to catch my breath.”


  “Yes, Mistress,” slave responded as he withdrew from between her shaking thighs and sat up.


  She looked down at him and smiled. His cathood was still rock hard and was now steadily dripping precum. She sat up and crawled towards him. Cyan purred in his ear and nuzzled along his cheek. She reached down and gave his cock a squeeze, causing him to gasp with pleasure.


  “Ready for more fun, kitten?” She asked him.


  “Y-yes, Mistress,” he moaned as her paw slowly worked up and down his shaft.


  “Good girl, now bend over.”


  slave did as he was told and bent over, naturally raising his long, slender tail for her. The lioness gripped the thick base of the butt plug and tugged it out. He yowled as the plug spread his tailhole open wide before slipping all the way out and he was left feeling empty, for now.


  Cyan looked between slave’s legs, admiring his dangling, white-furred balls. She loved a boy with a nicely shaped pair. She reached between his legs from behind. Her soft-furred paws slid along his tender cock, causing him to whimper softly. She held his full balls in her paw and gave them a little squeeze, slave gasped at the stimulation and his cock oozed precum.


  “You like that? ”


  “Yes, Mistress,” he moaned.


  She squeezed his balls slightly harder, causing him to groan deeply. She watched with satisfaction as his cock swelled and a thick drop of his seed spilled out and dropped onto the sheets.


  “You’re being a naughty girl; you should be punished,” she said with a grin.


  Cyan reached over to her bag and pulled out a double-ended toy, short on one-side and shaped just right to hit her g-spot. The other end was seven inches long and about as thick as Richard’s cock. It wasn’t anything slave wasn’t used to, but it would fill him up nicely. The toy was also barbed on the longer side, simulating a lion’s member just as the toy she’d used earlier had. The lioness carefully lubricated both ends and slowly inserted the short end between her lips, which were still slick with her juices. She purred, thinking about the jaguar’s cute ass as she stroked the penis end of the toy. Every movement on that end sent a shiver down the length of the toy which she could feel deep in her sex.


  She moved close to slave. He had his shoulders down on the bed and his rump up in the air, exposing his stretched and lubed tailhole for her. It seemed he knew exactly what to do. The lioness carefully guided her slick shaft to his tiny, pink hole and pressed forward slowly. She groaned as the toy moved inside her and sunk deep into the submissive jaguar. She smiled as he mewled happily under her. He gasped as she hilted deep inside him and the thick shaft pressed against his prostate. Cyan was pleased by how feminine his moans and gasps sounded. She could see why Richard liked him so much.


  Cyan gripped slave’s hips and slowly begin to mount him. She purred as the toy tugged and pulled at her slick insides with the slow movement of her pumping into the other feline’s tight hole. He looked so pretty bent over like this with his tight hole eagerly taking every inch she could give him. She sped up her thrusting gradually and slowly, she wanted to make this last.


  The lioness’s enjoyment of taking this male in this fashion wasn’t due to any desire to be a male herself; she simply liked dominating men. Lion society had its expectations for how she should act, and she enjoyed shrugging off those expectations. She enjoyed the control. She never felt more dominant and powerful than when she was fucking a male like he was a cock-hungry girl. Soon, she was riding slave’s rear hard and fast. She took him deep and growled with pleasure whenever she felt his hot, furry body pressing against her slit.


  The lioness gripped slave’s shoulders tightly, her claws dug into the skin under his fur as she climaxed again. Her juices slickened her end of the toy, which just added to the sensation of over-stimulation. She couldn’t stop now, though; she could feel she was close again. She cried out for the first time that night as she came again in rapid succession.


  She noticed slave panting beneath her and humping backwards onto the thick, barbed toy she was thrusting inside him.


  “You really like that, don’t you, little slut?” she said, smirking as she pumped into him.


  She held the toy deep inside both of them and reached around to tease his sensitive cockhead. She felt his engorged tip, throbbing with need and dripping precum copiously. The jaguar’s slick seed ran down his shaft and over his swinging balls as he took the thick toy. She rubbed and flicked at his tip, leaving him gasping and mewling.


  “You can cum for your Mistress now,” she informed him in a commanding tone.


  “Thank you, Mistress,” he moaned.


  “But you have to be a good girl. No hands.”


  She could tell by the way he quivered that he wanted nothing more than to reach down and desperately take hold of his maleness and masturbate himself to climax, but she wasn’t going to let him. He was going to work for his treat, like she had always had to.


  She held still and slave redoubled his efforts. She let him pump himself back onto the thick toy, mewling louder and louder each time he took the thick, barbed shaft deep without going over the edge. She purred as his quickened movements caused the toy to jump and shift inside her. If he didn’t finish up soon she was going to go again. For now, she was content to enjoy the feeling and watching the feminine male desperately taking her cock. His movements were becoming more and more frantic now and she could tell he must be very, very close.


  “That’s it,” she purred softly to him. “Be a good girl. I want to see you cum.”


  slave was so close to going over the edge that he wasn’t able to respond properly. He tried to speak, gave out a strangled moan and shot a thick stream of feline seed onto the bed. He cried out and Cyan thrust back in all the way as he climaxed, knowing the toy was now pressing hard against his prostate as he came. She held him close as his body clenched down on the thick toy. She nipped his shoulder and looked around to watch as his rigid cock shot again and again.


  “Impressive,” she murmured next to his ear as she saw the puddle that had formed under him.


  She reached down and cupped his balls in her palm, “Good girl,” she whispered in his ear as she tugged and squeezed them. Her attentions elicited a low whine and his cock drooled more cum.


  Cyan scooped up a long trickle of cum dripping from slave’s cocktip and licked it off her fingertip. She slowly pulled out of the jaguar’s well- used tailhole, allowing him to collapse in a panting, sweaty heap on the bed. The lioness lay down next to him. She noticed he shivered gently as the faux cock pressed between his cheeks as she hugged him to her chest. She couldn’t resist slipping her paws down between his legs once more as he attempted to recover from the afterglow. She kept him on edge for a few minutes more by teasing his over-stimulated cockhead with little flicks of her fingertips and gentle—and not so gentle—squeezes to his freshly drained balls. The servile jaguar could only whimper and gasp with pleasure as she tormented him.


  “I find you most satisfactory,” she whispered as she nuzzled one of his ears.


  “Thank you, Mistress,” he replied softly.


  ***


  Once they had both recovered, the lioness pulled away and went to use Master’s shower.


  slave lay in the messy bed among the ripped and cum-smeared sheets. Why had it hurt? he wondered. He was supposed to be pain free and willing and able to do anything sexual. While the experience had been fun once he’d gotten used to it, it just didn’t feel right. It hadn’t felt the same, and while sex often invigorated him, now he just felt exhausted.


  He stank of the sex he’d just had, so he pushed his nose deep into Richard’s pillow and deeply inhaled the male lion’s persistent scent. The smell of his owner cleared his mind a little, and just for a second everything felt right again. He always felt right when he was with Master so he decided to pounce the big lion later tonight, after Cyan had left. He felt a nap was in order until then.


  “Master,” he sighed and closed his eyes to sleep for a while.


  


  6: Routine Maintenance


  A few months after his delivery, slave informed Richard it was time for his first check-up. The lion had read the manual cover to cover initially, but he couldn’t recall anything about a six-month checkup or schedule of maintenance, which was how slave had put it. He assumed it was some kind of pre-programmed setting and booked an appointment at the Perfection, Inc. clinic.


  Richard had purposely made the appointment late in the day so he could take the day off work and sleep late. However, he had neglected to tell slave that he wanted to sleep in so he was woken bright and early as usual by the jaguars muzzle nursing at his lioncock. He groaned as he climaxed in slave’s muzzle, still barely awake. The lion rambled off some instructions for the day and sent slave on his way to tidy up the house while he finished waking up.


  After about a half hour, the lion made his way downstairs. He found slave working hard as usual. Richard sat down on his couch, still naked and semi-hard from the recent blowjob as he watched his pet tidying up the living room. He licked his lips as he watched the slim, silver jaguar bending over to pick up some discarded newspapers from the living room floor. It was as if slave knew exactly how to move to please his Master. He bent over at his waist rather than at the knees, his tail lifting naturally to counterbalance and giving the lion a full view of what was under the schoolgirl outfit Richard had given him to wear.


  Richard’s cock grew harder and thicker with every flash of pink panty or bare thigh he could see as slave moved around, bending over and crouching on the floor to reach under the coffee table in the most seductive way possible. He didn’t know why he’d asked slave to dress like this; it had been a spur of the moment thing. Richard and Cyan occasionally engaged in some role-play and he had happened to remember the short plaid skirt, white stockings and pink panties ensemble that she had brought over one night when in the mood to play the naughty schoolgirl.


  Watching his companion now, Richard realized the feminine jaguar made the outfit look sexier than his lioness girlfriend ever had. He shifted onto the center seat of his long, burgundy sofa and parted his legs. He took hold of his turgid shaft and gave himself a firm squeeze. He couldn’t remember a time he’d been this turned on. He was so hard he ached.


  Meanwhile, slave was diligently focused on his work and contrary to what his master was currently thinking, was not actually trying to tease him into a state of uncontrolled arousal. His ears perked up as he heard a growl come from behind him.


  slave turned inquisitively, “Master?” he asked.


  “Come here,” Richard grunted, his voice choked with arousal, slave licked his lips as he saw the bead of precum on his Master’s cocktip.


  “Yes, sir,” slave replied with a devilish grin. Master clearly wanted to take advantage of their extra time together before his appointment and the jaguar was only too eager to please.


  slave slowly approached the larger male who owned him. As soon as he got within arm’s reach, Master reached out and grabbed him. He gasped gently as he was pulled onto the lion’s lap. He felt Master’s firm, broad chest pressed against his as Richard pulled him down into a deep kiss.


  The slim feline moaned and opened his muzzle, allowing his leonine master to kiss him as deeply as he wanted. The lion’s paws were all over him, running under his white shirt and slipping under his skirt to give his bottom a firm squeeze. He squeaked a little at this and felt his own smaller cathood hardening as Master’s paws stroked under his twitching tail.


  Richard teased him through his clothes, pressing under his tail. The lion’s thick cock rested in the cleft of slave’s tight panties, rubbing gently up and down the jaguar’s tight bottom. The lion poked a claw under his tail and penetrated the silk material of the panties, creating a small hole, slave continued to return his deep, passionate kisses as Richard used both index fingers to tear the jaguar’s panties in half, slave moaned as he felt his bottom become exposed and vulnerable to the lion’s dripping member.


  slave moaned and braced himself, knowing what was soon coming. He could feel his Master’s heart pounding as he stroked his broad chest. His face flushed with joy. His Master wanted him so badly, and it made slave feel good to be so wanted. He lived only to serve and he nearly cried with joy as he felt the tip of his master’s cock sliding up between his cheeks and pressing hard against his tailhole. The thick cock was slick with precum and Master pressed it hard against his tight hole. Master broke the kiss and growled as he pressed on and slave yowled as the lion’s thick cock split him open and slid deep inside.


  Gravity and Master’s strong paws on his hips forced the lion’s cock to be hilted balls-deep immediately in slave’s beautiful body. The lion groaned deeply and leaned up to gently lick along slave’s neck, slave gasped with surprise as his master ripped open the simple, collared blouse he wore, exposing his trim, white-furred chest. Richard raked his claws up and down slave’s slim body. Eventually, the lion’s fingertips settled on slave’s nipples, slave mewled and squirmed in his master’s lap as Richard tweaked and rubbed his nipples.


  “Oh, sir,” slave moaned.


  The sensations of his master’s thick, barbed cock deep inside him along with the pleasure and pain as Richard squeezed his tender nipples made him shiver all over, slaves owner smiled and leaned back on the sofa, with his arms along the back of it.


  “Ride it,” he commanded.


  slave licked his lips and put his paws on Richard’s sturdy chest and began to slowly lift his hips and rear up, feeling inch after inch of thick lion cock sliding out of him. He moaned softly as he slid back down, taking Richard to the hilt and being sure to squeeze the base of his thick shaft with his tight rump before ascending again. Usually, slave would ride the lion’s cock till he felt his master filling him up, but today Master was extremely aroused and was soon thrusting up to meet slave’s full bottom as he rode the barbed shaft.


  slave was enjoying the feeling of his master’s maleness penetrating him again and again. The combination of the lion’s cock pressing hard against his insides and his own feelings of fulfillment at pleasuring his beloved master had also made slave very aroused. He could feel his much smaller feline cock was hard as a rock and tenting the front of his silk panties, which were barely hanging on him after Master had nearly torn them off. He cried out suddenly as a new wave of pleasure overcame him. He looked down and saw his master’s fingertips were gently rubbing the front of his tented panties. A wet spot had grown where his cocktip was pushing against the smooth material, making them slick. Master was rubbing around and around his cockhead, the slick precum and the slight friction of the silk making the pleasure of the gentle teasing overwhelming, slave’s full balls quivered and he felt as if he might cum at any moment.


  “Oh, oh, sir,” he whimpered. “I’m… so close.”


  “Don’t,” Richard ordered. “Make your Master cum and you might earn a treat if you’re good.”


  “Yes, Master,” he enthusiastically agreed.


  slave’s stocking-clad thighs gripped his owner’s lap tighter, and he braced his paws on his Master’s chest and rode the solid lion cock harder and faster, desperate to feel his master’s thick seed spilling inside him. His short skirt flapped up and down as he slammed himself up and down, squeezing and squirming on the lion’s lap the way he knew his master loved. It was getting hard to concentrate, though, as the faster he took his master’s cathood, the more his own cock was teased and tormented. He felt himself about to climax, but was successful in holding it back with a great effort which had caused his full balls to ache. Thanks to his body’s engineered design, he felt pleasure very acutely so in his current position it was very difficult to hold off the powerful orgasm that was threatening to overwhelm him. The thought that it was out of his hands and his master alone controlled when he could feel that pleasure also added to his arousal. The perfect slave enjoyed being controlled, dominated and forced to hold back while his master tormented his trapped and sensitive cockhead.


  Luckily for slave, Richard was close to climaxing as well. Every time slave took his whole length and squeezed down hard on his thick shaft the lion nearly went over the edge, slave squirmed and mewled on Richard’s lap as the lion teased him mercilessly. It was hard for the jaguar to hold himself back in order to please his master, but Richard was also holding himself back. He found the smaller cat’s trembling and mewling very erotic.


  slave’s eyes had started to water and his body was quivering with the effort of holding off his climax until his master came first. Richard looked down at his paw, his fingertips covered in the slick precum slave was leaking through the tight pink panties. Richard hadn’t specified extra precum in slave’s design, but it wasn’t something he was going to complain about.


  After a few more deep thrusts on his cock, Richard felt the pressure building up in his balls again. He was close and this time he was going to fill his little pet with his seed once more.


  “Almost there, little kitty. Just hold on a little longer and you’ll get a treat.”


  “Yes… sir,” slave moaned, barely able to stand the thick thrusting up under his tail and the teasing fingers dancing across his tender maleness. A long whine escaped his lips as he felt himself getting too close again and tried to back off. He was producing so much precum at this point that it almost looked like he’d climaxed already.


  Richard roared and slammed his hips up into slave’s overstuffed hole, he thrust as deep as he could and bared his teeth as his balls pulled up and his cock pulsed and swelled. His thick load shot deep inside his pet’s warm body. He gasped as he kept going, pumping shot after shot of thick lion cum into slave. His cum-covered cock slid easily in and out of slave now as he continued to spurt.


  “M-master,” slave moaned. His cocktip pulsed under his owner’s relentless fingertips, but he knew he had to hold back until given permission. He felt an ache between his slim thighs, deep inside between his prostate and his balls. He’d never needed to cum so badly before. Master was really testing his limits this time.


  Finally, Master locked eyes with him.


  “Cum for me, slave,” he commanded.


  slave closed his eyes tight and continued to ride his Masters thick cock, loving the feeling of it still penetrating him deep and the over-sensitive swelling with the stimulation as the lion teased his cocktip faster and lighter, his fingertips danced across the surface of his maleness, teasing him to the edge and beyond.


  With a delighted cry, the jaguar clamped his body down tightly on his master’s cock and finally climaxed. His small, barbed cock erupted with his pent-up cum and filled his panties and his master’s hand with his sticky load. He blushed deeply, feeling the warmth of the mess he’d made as the pleasure soared up and down the length of his shaft.


  “How does that feel, slave?” Richard asked his pet with a grin.


  “Feels so good, sir,” slave gasped. His body was still racked with the powerful orgasm. His whole body quivered with pleasure. Every nerve was on edge now and so easily over stimulated and his master still rubbed and teased him.


  slave’s body continued to quiver and squirm gently as his master teased him. The lithe jaguar leaned over to Richard and initiated a kiss for the first time. He could tell Master was surprised, but he didn’t complain and eagerly returned slave’s deep kiss, slave purred gently, feeling safe and content in the big lion’s arms. Eventually, his master’s paw left his spent cocktip alone and slave purred deeply as the big lion hugged him close and tight.


  ***


  After getting cleaned up from their earlier exertions, slave put on his company jumpsuit. It was odd for Richard to see him dressed so plainly again, but he knew he would be embarrassed bringing slave out in public in the barely dressed way he usually was. He mused on the idea that maybe he should get slave some other things to wear apart from lingerie and role- playing costumes. That way he could take him out and show him off. Surely, the jaguar would like some more variety too, Richard thought.


  He looked over at slave, who was sitting in the passenger seat of the lion’s impressive transport. The jaguar was staring out the side window. Richard didn’t know if he was just lost in the electric hum of the engine or if, currently devoid of conversation, he’d gone into a kind of standby mode. It occurred to the lion that he didn’t really know what slave was like when he wasn’t around. He knew the house was clean and dinner was ready, but he only ever saw slave when he was ready to pounce him after work, so he wondered what the jaguar was like the rest of the time. He shook his head a little, feeling that he was being silly. One never knows what another person is like when they’re not in your presence. Why did he think this would be any different?


  slave’s eyes appeared to be deep in thought, but something caught his attention at the same time Richard noticed some commotion up ahead.


  “Master, what is that?”


  Richard was hoping that slave wouldn’t have to see this. Shortly after he’d purchased slave, several groups of rights activists had begun a protest movement against Perfection, Inc.


  The lion shifted uncomfortably for a moment before ordering slave to look straight ahead and not make eye contact with any of them. The protestors were holding signs with various slogans on them, “Genegineering is against nature,” “Artificial people are people too,” and “Slavery is wrong”. This last one made Richard a little more uncomfortable.


  He pulled up to the newly constructed guard shack in front of the new metal fence around the company’s campus and presented his ID. Seeing that he was on the list for an appointment today, the guard was about to let him through. As the Doberman guard turned to open the gate, a vixen sprinted towards Richard’s car. She banged on his window, screaming “Let him be free!” The other guard quickly pulled her away and the Doberman ushered Richard’s vehicle through the gate.


  Once inside, they were escorted to the clinic section of the complex. Richard was seated in the Owner’s Waiting Room while slave was taken back to see the gene techs. He sat down, and pulled out his phone to read the news while he waited.


  ***


  “Remove your clothing,” the gene tech commanded.


  “Yes, sir,” slave replied.


  slave blushed a little as he got undressed. The technician watched him intently, curious as to why the jaguar would be shy about getting undressed in front of him. There was something odd about this one, he decided.


  The technician was a male rat with dark fur. He was about slave’s height so as the manufactured feline stood in a relaxed pose the rat was able to look directly into his eyes with a small, medical light.


  The rat walked slave through a standard medical evaluation, the same as any regular person would have at a doctor’s office. He dictated his report to a pocket voice recorder. His voice was calm and unemotional as he spoke. He’d been trained to understand that his subjects had no real emotions, only the ones they were programmed to feel for their owners, so hurting their feelings wasn’t something to be concerned with.


  “Reflexes are slightly slower than standard,” the tech said into the recording. “Recommend owner consultation on dietary requirements.”


  “But I make all the meals myself,” Slave protested, his voice more assertive.


  The rat raised an eyebrow quizzically. Once the examination had started, the companions were supposed to automatically go into a standby phase, and they certainly weren’t ever supposed to argue.


  “Command. Mode: standby,” the tech stated clearly.


  slave’s body stiffened slightly and his eyes stared impassively at the opposite wall.


  He continued his examination, including taking a blood sample from slave’s arm, without further interruption.


  The rat snapped on a pair of latex gloves and placed one paw between the companion’s legs.


  “Testes appear and feel normal. No lumps or other imperfections observed.”


  He smeared some cheap lubricant on the fingers of one paw.


  “Lift,” he commanded the passive jaguar.


  The companion’s tail lifted up on command and in his “at ease” stance with legs slightly apart, he was easily accessible for this examination. The tech slipped two lubricated fingers into the feline’s tailhole. He could really do a prostate exam with only one finger, but he got a little thrill out of teasing the helpless companions now and then. Anything to make an otherwise dreary day go by faster and he had to relieve the frustration he felt due to seeing so many perfect people naked every day. The rat plunged his fingers in until he found the jaguar’s prostate. He felt around it and noted that there were no lumps and that it felt correctly sized and shaped.


  Next came his favorite part, the sexual response test. He pushed and nudged the prostate repeatedly and observed the feline’s cathood erecting quickly and slipping free of his sheath. It happened a little faster than normal, the rat thought.


  “Prostate in good health, sexual response… enthusiastic,” he noted.


  He got a little surprise when he slipped his fingers out of the jaguar’s tight tailhole. Was it just his imagination or had the companion stifled a small moan?


  The rat summarized his final report as he was filling out the lab paperwork for the companion’s bloodwork. He took the companion out of standby mode.


  “You’re ready to go. Tell your owner we’ve ordered some bloodwork and we’ll call him in a few days.”


  slave came out of his trance a little confused. It took him a moment to focus and realize the rodent technician was addressing him.


  “Now get dressed and you’ll find your owner in the waiting room. ”


  slave turned to pick up his simple clothing. He vaguely wondered why his tailhole felt wet. He knew he’d cleaned himself up as usual after he and Master had enjoyed the benefit of a day off work for this appointment.


  He felt he wanted to ask the tech something. It has been on the tip of his tongue before he’d gone into standby. He got dressed slowly, hoping it would come back to him.


  By the time he pulled the zipper up on his jumpsuit, it hadn’t, and the rat was impatiently motioning him towards the door so his next appointment could come in.


  


  7: Breakdown


  The Dove was a very posh restaurant. It was probably the highest class restaurant in the city. Cyan felt perfectly at ease here. This was her element, getting dressed up and eating with a respectable male among the dilettantes and socialites. She took a sip of her mojito. This one was a little better than the last, but she still didn’t think the fox behind the bar knew what he was doing. Tonight though, her “respectable male” looked anything but comfortable here.


  The two lions had gotten through drinks and an appetizer with stilted small talk as they ate. Once finished with her drink, Cyan requested that Richard order a bottle of wine with dinner and he had done an adequate job of choosing a vintage.


  “So, here we are,” Cyan said with a smile, looking at Richard over the top of her wine glass.


  “Yes,” Richard replied a little stiffly.


  “You seem preoccupied lately Richard. Is it the job?”


  “What?” Richard was surprised and then shook his head, “No, no it’s just me, Cyan. I’ve had a lot on my mind lately.”


  “I see… Well, I hope I don’t add to that, but we need to talk.”


  Cyan’s voice trailed off a little. She bit her lip, thinking about how to put this.


  “So, what do you want to talk about?” Richard leaned forward as he asked the question, trying to look more at ease than he felt.


  “I’m not sure about us anymore, Richard,” Cyan said without preamble. “I just don’t think the two of us are working out.”


  “Ah, I see,” he said quietly.


  “We’ve been on-again, off-again for a year now. I like you as a friend and you’re a great asset to the company, but…” Cyan sighed. “We barely speak at work lately, and I haven’t even seen you outside of work in two months.”


  “Three,” Richard mumbled around a mouthful of steak.


  The male lion leaned back in his chair and exhaled slowly. Cyan sighed.


  “I know what it is, Richard,” she said as some anger started to creep into her voice. Richard could tell her emotions were gaining momentum, it was usually this way when she was pissed off about something.


  “It’s your little pet, isn’t it?”


  “He helps keep me sane, that’s all.”


  “Your pet is very good at what he does,” Cyan responded.


  “You’d know,” the male lion replied. “You enjoyed him, didn’t you?”


  “Of course,” she replied. “I am considering purchasing one of my own and I appreciated the chance to test the merchandise before I commit to anything.”


  “If you’re going to do so, I suggest doing it quickly,” Richard said as he looked at the TV over the bar. It was displaying video footage of a recent protest by former, de-programmed companions and their supporters. “They’ll be illegal before too long if things keep going this way.”


  “Yes, I know. It’s so silly really. It’s not like they’re real people after all.”


  Richard swallowed hard and turned his attention back to stabbing at his steak.


  “But that’s not true for you, is it Richard?”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  Cyan slammed her paw on the table.


  “Don’t you dare, Richard,” she said louder than she’d intended. She continued in a lower tone, not wanting to make a scene in public. “I’m not stupid. You’ve fallen in love with it, haven’t you?”


  “No,” he muttered as he savagely chewed his food.


  “He’s not real,” the lioness continued as if she hadn’t heard him. “It’s convenient having someone to do your laundry for you, and the sex may be fantastic, but that’s not the same as a relationship with a real person.”


  “You don’t know him. He is a real person to me now.”


  The lioness looked at him in stony silence. In her eyes, he might as well have said he’d fallen in love with a particularly good kitchen appliance.


  “Look, maybe we can work this out,” he started to say when his cell phone rang.


  He pulled his phone out of his pocket and looked at the screen to see who was calling. It said “Home”. He looked at it quizzically; slave never called him. He’d been designed to be very self-reliant so he would always be an asset to him rather than someone he’d have to take care of.


  He flipped the phone open.


  “Hello?”


  “Master?” slave’s voice sounded raspy and a little shaken.


  “slave? What’s wrong?”


  “I don’t know, sir. My paws won’t stop shaking. I broke one of your good glasses, I’m so sorry.” slave sounded almost frantic now.


  “slave, calm down. I’ll come home. We’ll go see a doctor, you’ll be fine.”


  “Th-thank you, sir,” slave said, his voice sounding calmer, but weaker now.


  Richard stood up and hastily put on his coat.


  “What the hell are you doing?” Cyan asked with shock.


  “What does it look like? There’s something wrong with slave, I need to take him to the clinic.”


  “You can’t just leave in the middle of dinner, Richard. Can’t it wait?”


  “I don’t think so. He sounded terrible and he’d never call me unless it was an emergency.”


  “Fine,” Cyan replied and took a deep sip from her wine glass. “Just one thing before you go.”


  He looked at her as he pushed in his chair.


  “Yes?”


  “Don’t come back.”


  As Richard departed, Cyan rolled her eyes and took another deep sip of her wine. He was taking this so seriously, she couldn’t believe he considered the pet to be a person. She felt more than justified now that it would never have worked out between them. Richard’s priorities were all wrong. What a waste.


  ***


  The front door flew open. The lion ran in, slamming the door behind him.


  “slave?” he shouted from the foyer.


  When he didn’t get an answer, he ran from room to room, calling his companion’s name. When he got to the bedroom, he stopped in his tracks for a moment. The little jaguar was shaking on the bed.


  The distraught lion picked up his pet and held him. slave’s eyes had rolled into the back of his head and his muscles were completely tense. He looked as if he was having some kind of seizure. Richard held slave tightly until the quivering throughout his body had ceased.


  “slave? slave, can you hear me?” He gently shook the jaguar.


  slaves eyes fluttered open and he muttered something too low for the lion to hear. Richard put his ear close to slave’s muzzle and listened. Tears streamed down the lion’s cheeks as he nuzzled his companion.


  “I love you too,” he whispered as slave passed out.


  Richard carefully laid him on his bed and started to dress him. slave had been wearing some lingerie the lion had recently bought him. He had obviously been intending to surprise his master once he got home.


  Richard dressed slave in a t-shirt and an old pair of sweat pants that he hadn’t been able to wear for years. Even so, they were still a little big on the lithe jaguar. The lion’s clothes hung off him and the effect made him seem even smaller, and rather than being slim and sexy, he only looked frail.


  Richard’s eyes were still wet as he got into the driver’s side of his transport and took off for the clinic.


  


  8: Product Recall


  Richard’s paws gripped the wheel as he sped to the Perfection, Inc. complex. Luckily, at this time of night there was little traffic, and when he got to the company’s offices there were no protestors this time. He was grateful he did not have to make his way through a throng of people this time.


  Once inside, he headed directly for the clinic. The company didn’t have an Emergency Room as such, so the clinic would have to do. He hoped they would see the urgency of his situation and allow slave to be seen without an appointment.


  There was a young-looking male ringtail behind the check-in desk when Richard burst through the door and ran towards it.


  “We need help!” Richard exclaimed, startling the ringtail.


  “What seems to be the trouble, sir?”


  “There’s something wrong with him. He had a seizure and now he won’t wake up.”


  “Oh, I see. Well, the not waking up is normal. All our companions are programmed to go into a passive state when a defect pops up.”


  The ringtail came out from behind the counter holding a small scanning device.


  “Let me just get a scan of his retina and I can pull up the product specs and warranty info.”


  Richard leaned down to the smaller man's height and watched as he pried open one of slaves eyes and took a quick scan. The lion was surprised by how bloodshot his pet’s eyes had become; surely that wasn’t a good sign.


  The ringtail returned to his seat behind the reception counter, and sent the scanner’s information to his computer over a wireless connection.


  “Oh, I see the problem.”


  “What, what is it?” Richard asked anxiously.


  “Well, a defect was found in one of this model’s gene sequences. Something about the nervous system…”


  The attendant typed and clicked several more minutes.


  “There’s good news though!”


  After panicking thus far, Richard was ready for some good news. He shifted slave’s motionless body in his arms. He was so light; the lion could barely feel him now.


  The ringtail went on to explain that his companion model had been recalled by the company and the good news was he qualified for a free replacement. “And we’ll even throw in a few extra features to compensate you for the inconvenience.”


  Richard was dumb-founded for a moment. “You don’t understand,” he said, “I don’t want a replacement companion. I want you to fix my companion.”


  “Eh, I don’t think that’s really possible, sir. Hang on though, I’ll have a tech come out and take a look for you.”


  He pressed a button on his ear piece and called the technician on duty to reception.


  ***


  “I don’t understand. Why can’t you help him?”


  Richard was exasperated. He could tell the white rat he was speaking with was as well. The rat’s white fur clashed with the white coat he wore. The technician fidgeted with it as he tried to explain the situation.


  “Sir, your companion’s nervous system is shutting down. There was a software compatibility issue and the mental programming is breaking down. It’s probably been on the blink for some time, but it just took this long to affect him physically as well as mentally.”


  “And you can’t fix that?”


  “The problem is with his genes. The issue will be fixed in upcoming releases, but for now the jaguar model is on hold until it can be worked out. It’s not entirely uncommon to have bugs with new models, but usually we find them before they go on sale. You have my sincerest apologies for the inconvenience.”


  “So, what happens to him now?”


  “He’ll be shut down and disposed of, that’s all we can do.”


  “Shut down? You mean you’re going to kill him?”


  The rat backed up a little bit as Richard got to his feet, clearly agitated.


  The whole situation felt wrong to him. In the few months he’d had slave around, he had become very attached to the jaguar. Now he couldn’t imagine life without him. slave was more than a purchase he’d made, more than a product.


  “What happens to him if we don’t… shut him down?” Richard asked, struggling to use the rat’s more technical terms.


  The rodent technician scratched at his head for a moment to collect his thoughts and then he laid out the most likely scenario.


  First, slave’s mental programming would break down completely. That had probably already happened to a great degree. His nervous system would start to collapse, causing headaches, blackouts, fatigue. Eventually, his internal organs would fail one after another leading to his eventual death. Richard’s concern about killing him was tempered by how long he wanted slave to suffer to keep him in his life.


  “How long?”


  “Days, maybe a week if he’s lucky. Once the deterioration begins, the condition is rapid.” The technician’s manner softened a little. “You can see him if you want. To say goodbye.”


  Richard sighed and put his paws to his face for a moment, gathering his thoughts.


  “I want to see him.”


  ***


  The rat technician escorted Richard to the treatment room where slave was resting. The jaguar was asleep when they entered and the rat quietly showed Richard the button on the IV which was already inserted into slave’s arm. When activated, the IV would administer a lethal dose of morphine.


  While he had been trained not to care about his “patients,” the tech was trying to think of this situation as having to put down a well-loved pet. The lion was clearly shaken by this situation, so the tech tried to assure him that the procedure would be painless and that ending his companion’s suffering sooner rather than later was the most humane thing to do. The rat closed the door slowly, leaving the two felines alone.


  slave lifted his head slightly at the sound of the door. He smiled weakly when he saw the lion sitting next to his bed.


  “Hello, sir,” slave said, trying to be as accommodating as he usually was.


  Richard moved closer to him. slave blushed slightly when the lion reached out and held his paw.


  “How do you feel?” The lion asked him.


  “Not bad,” slave lied as he shifted uncomfortably on his bed.


  The lion was having none of it. “How do you feel? Be honest.”


  “It hurts, sir,” the jaguar replied as his voice started to crack with the effort.


  The lion took slave in his arms and held him tightly, slaves arms feebly wrapped around his and the two held each other in silence.


  “They tell me that there’s nothing they can do,” Richard said, his voice barely above a whisper.


  “I know,” slave replied. “They aren’t able to fix anyone they make here. They can only create or destroy.”


  slave leaned back in the bed. Sitting up for a moment had taken a lot of energy and it occurred to Richard that to be this close to death, slave must have been aware of his condition for some time.


  “How long have you known?” The lion asked.


  slave wasn’t proud of this. He knew he had been deceiving his master to make him believe everything was all right. Maybe he also hadn’t wanted to admit to himself how sick he’d become.


  “I first noticed the signs about six months ago.”


  “How did you know what it was?”


  slave smiled. “I’m supposed to be perfect,” he said, “and I could tell I wasn’t anymore.”


  It occurred to Richard that the first signs of slave’s condition were supposed to be his programming breaking down. The technician had explained that slave would have had the ability to ignore commands; he’d have independent thought and emotions. Which meant…


  The lion’s throat went dry, he had to know.


  “Slave, when you said you loved me…”


  “I meant it,” the jaguar finished for him. He held the lion’s paw tighter.


  Richard couldn’t hold back the tears that streamed down his cheeks now that he knew. Slave could have left any time he’d wanted in the last few months. The jaguar had had the free will to do what he wanted, but he had stayed because he had fallen in love with Richard.


  “I love you too,” Richard said softly. Even though his voice was barely above a whisper, the jaguar’s keen hearing was able to hear him clearly.


  “I don’t want to do this.


  Slave gently stroked Richard’s paws and spoke as clearly as he could.


  “Sir, I knew this was going to happen. I stayed as long as I could because I wanted to be with you.”


  Slave paused for breath and laid his head back down on his pillow. Richard could see Slave’s eyes were watering and looked painfully red now. The jaguar’s fur now seemed to hang off his bones. He hadn’t lost a lot of weight, but he’d once been so full of life that now his body looked almost empty with only the barest ember animating it.


  The lion saw how much pain his lover was in, and as much as he couldn’t bear the thought of losing his companion, seeing him in such agony was even worse.


  Richard turned to the morphine pump hooked up to Slave’s IV line. His paw hovered over the controls. Slave held onto his other paw tightly, locked eyes with him and gave an ever so slight nod. Richard closed his eyes and leaned over. He kissed Slave full on the muzzle. The jaguar returned the kiss with all the strength he could. Richard pressed the button.
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  Thou Shalt Not Commit Adultery


  Cats and dogs don’t really understand each other. I know what a big cliché that is, and how it’s not supposed to be true anymore in this politically correct age, but it still is for the most part. You’ll find exceptions, of course, but those are the folks who consciously reach out to each other. Like me and my wife, for instance. She’s a cat and I’m a dog, and we get along. Do we have our little arguments? Certainly, but every couple does, right?


  That’s not the real question, though. The real question everyone wants to ask is, how well do our families get along, when we’re all together? The easy, dodgy answer is that they’re almost never all together. For all the major holidays, we always double up; Sharon takes me to her family gatherings, and then usually the day after we go to mine, out in the suburbs. My folks used to live way out in Stokesville, but they begrudgingly sold the old place a few years back and got a smaller place closer to me. Doubling up for the holidays isn’t easy and it’s a hell of a commute, but it’s easier than trying to cram everyone into one house. The last time we had everyone together was Thanksgiving six years ago, and on that auspicious occasion, Sharon’s brother and my uncle Jack got into a fist fight. Sharons brother actually hissed at Jack. I could hardly believe it. Nobody even remembers what it was about—Jack probably had too much whiskey, knowing him. We broke it up quick enough, but I could see enough hackles rising on both sides to realize combined gatherings were a bad idea.


  Sharon’s a good wife. She really is. She’s efficient, fiendishly clever, and well-organized. She’s completely the yin to my yang, and she puts up with all my canine bullshit pretty well, and in turn I put up with her neat-freak habits and her obsession with expensive, minimalist Swedish furniture. She caught my eye during our college days, and while I can’t say ours was a picture-perfect romance, we eventually met each other half-way. Our respective circles gave us plenty of teasing when I finally proposed to her, and then later on we each received lectures along the lines of “Are you sure this is really what you want to do?”


  Once our families and friends realized we weren’t just trying to prove a point, they gave us their blessings—or at least their tolerance. Nobody in our family would admit outright to having prejudices about another species, although we all do. Even I do. It’s inescapable; it’s just that in this era of progressiveness, those prejudices are muted in favor of diversity. This, of course, doesn’t remotely mean that they’re gone.


  Sharon and I do have some common interests. Not a whole lot, but some. We both like the outdoors, although if I’m planning on hunting, I already know I’m doing it alone. We both like going shopping, although obviously we go to completely different stores to shop. We both like sailing, although we haven’t had time to do that in a while. We also acknowledge that sometimes we need time apart, to do separate activities. She’s had her gaggle of girl pals (almost all of them cats) for years now, and I’ve got my drinking buddies (almost all of them dogs). And we trust one another when we have to take that time apart. None of this came naturally; once the glow from the honeymoon wore off and the tedium of everyday life set in, the first few years were a little rocky. There were lots of misunderstandings and differences that were essentially cultural. She once chewed me out for opening the door to the bathroom when she was grooming. She wasn’t undressed or anything, it’s just that most cats really don’t like being watched while they’re doing that stuff. There was another time when she kept interrupting my poker game with the guys over trivial crap. I’ll admit that I yelled at her then, but I felt horrible afterwards and apologized. It took me a very long time to read her subtle little indicators of annoyance or sadness or pensiveness. A lot of it’s in her tail; you can tell how much trouble you’re in by how much the tailtip is twitching.


  One day, in the middle of one of our arguments, I just tackled her. I wasn’t planning on hurting her or anything; I just pinned her down to the bed, and I gave her face a good licking. She made this sort of bewildered expression that I can’t properly describe. And just like that, all of a sudden, it was like our college days all over again. I guess she likes my spontaneity, maybe even the occasional tendency I have to interrupt her and disrupt her quiet dignity. Or something, I don’t know. But it worked; it broke the spell, and she burst into laughter. Then I kissed her, and then we made love, and oh God, those claws. I love those claws so bad. And after that one time, it was like something had grown between us—we’d reached that middle ground, or whatever. Any two species can get along; it’s just a matter of finding a real context, rather than forcibly holding hands with a fixed smile. After all, smiling really just means you’re baring your fangs, right?


  So we have our life together, and we have our lives apart. And we’ve accepted our differences, and we trust each other. Seems like a perfect little situation, doesn’t it? A marriage for the modern age. Maybe Sharon and I don’t fulfill all of each other’s needs, but what couple does, right? We adapt. That’s what she’s taught me to do, more than anything. To adapt, to temper the brick-stupid canine impulses I have, to forgive and be patient and listen. Dogs are supposed to be loyal, right? That’s why this story is so funny. The way I talk to her, the way I defend her, the way she looks at me with those inscrutable slitted eyes… you’d never imagine that I’d be the one to stray. But I was. This is my little confessional, the private little account where I map out all my tangled thoughts, and desperately try to figure out whether or not I’m going to tell her of the damn foolish thing I did. What I’m afraid of is that she won’t understand, that all the progress we’ve made will fall apart in an instant.


  


  I don’t try to obsess about her habits, but the little things just get to me. I wish I knew why, because that’s all they are—little things. Anyone would say the same. It’s just that they happen all the damn time, and while Sharon forgets about them a day later, they stay with me.


  Sometimes I’ll have an idea for building something—say, a canoe. On the few times we’ve gone sailing together, it’s usually with friends, on their boat. One thing I’ve always dreamt of doing is building a boat from scratch, like some pioneer or something, giving it some ridiculous name like The Cookie of Fortune, and just paddling out on the lake with that thing. I’ll make the mistake of telling her, and she’ll say something like:


  “Well, that’s an interesting idea. How much would it cost?”


  Which is a perfectly reasonable question, isn’t it? Hell, I’d have to get a cost estimate myself before I even considered building the damn thing. But there’s just something cold in the way she says it. It’s like she’s really saying “Oh, there you go on some flight of fancy.” She does that a lot—she makes my ideas seem stupid and wasteful. She has a little nickname for these—she calls them Puppy Moments. I’m not sure if she’s even aware of the effect it has. But I can’t tell her; if I actually called her on it, I know what she’d do. She’d look at me like I was crazy, and change the subject first chance she got. That’s just how she is. And if I really called her on it… well, ever seen a cornered cat?


  One time I invited her to come along to hang out with me and my drinking buddies. I was a bit nervous about it, but I wanted the fellas to meet her. Who knows, I thought, maybe they’d all hit it off. While it wasn’t an uproarious evening, I thought it went well enough. The boys were low-key for her sake, they joked around politely, and the evening was spent largely on small talk. Usually I can tell by her tail if she’s pissed off, but it was holding still. We come home, and what does Sharon say to me?


  “Thank God that’s over.”


  “What?” I exclaimed. “I thought you liked it.”


  “Well…” she smiled. “You didn’t see the claw marks I was digging on the underside of the table. ”


  “Why didn’t you say anything, for Pete’s sake?”


  “I didn’t want to embarrass you. You looked like you were having fun.”


  Even just writing this makes me feel horrible, like I’m the world’s biggest nitpicker. And the truth is, she’s hugely supportive sometimes— just in a more general way. She’s good at reducing emotion, that’s what it boils down to. When I’ve had a bad day at work, I come home and she just rubs up against me and it’s like the feeling evaporates. I tell her about my idiot co-workers, and somehow just laying it all out for her makes it seem insignificant, whereas at work I feel the urge to just start growling. That peculiar distance from everything that she shows sometimes is both a blessing and a curse.


  I love her. I know I love her. And she loves me. We say that to each other all the time. It’s something I’d never said to any other potential girlfriend. To me, that says something. And yet, I wonder if we just say it to each other out of habit now.


  


  Long before I knew Sharon, I knew a dog named Jenny. Jenny was some kind of Shepherd mix—her ears flopped down and her coat was spotted, and she had that condition where one eye is blue and one’s brown. I forget what it’s called. She was pretty, but not very ladylike. She let her tongue hang out when it was hot, she wore tomboyish clothes like tank tops and such, she spat like a guy, cussed like a guy, things like that. She had a big laugh that filled the room, even as a kid. And you didn’t want to get on her bad side, because she could swing like a guy too. I’d known other tough girls like Jenny; they were a dime a dozen in the poor parts of Stokesville. Jenny was special; she was hardened, but plenty smart too. I once sincerely believed she’d escape that run-down town long before I did. Her mother worked at the drugstore, and her father walked out on them when she was three. We lived on the same street as pups, down by the river. We’d play- wrestle on the banks when the water ran low, and get impressively muddy. I loved the fact that she didn’t care in the least about getting dirty.


  We both felt something for each other, but we were still so young, and we didn’t really understand what love was. I mean, we knew the birds and the bees—Jenny had gotten The Talk from her mother, and I knew a little bit from reading Ed Best’s dirty magazines—but we wouldn’t have even applied all that gross grown up stuff to us. I mean, not really. Okay, maybe a little. I don’t know how to explain it. We were adolescents; we were somewhere in between, stupid and unaware of ourselves. What I tell people is that Jenny was my summer friend. That’s not to say she wasn’t my friend year round, but it seemed like those summers in Stokesville were the times when our friendship grew the thickest, for lack of a better term. During those summers, we hung out almost every day. I have vivid memories of Jenny in tattered overalls, the two of us sneaking under the bridge to read the graffiti, giggling at all the dirty words, watching fish dart around in the muddy waters of old Spelling River, stealing fresh oranges right off a tree in some farmers field. Orange—-that’s the color I associate with her the most. The intense, fiery orange of late-summer sunsets in the Central Valley. Rich orange light that poured into your eyes and filled up your mind to the brim, and in the midst of that heady color, Jenny’s youthful silhouette against the tired sun.


  Jenny was the first girl I saw naked, not counting the spread-eagled valkyries in Ed’s magazines. Those don’t count, because they weren’t flesh and blood; you couldn’t smell their scents or stroke their fur. We were play- wrestling as usual next to the river one day in August—I think I might’ve been thirteen—and I accidentally lost my footing and slid halfway down the bank. I grabbed for the nearest thing I could reach, which happened to be Jenny’s leg, and down she went with me, uttering a small yelp. We both tumbled down the bank and landed right in the river, and luckily it wasn’t flooding or anything, or else we might’ve been carried a ways. As it was, the current was fairly strong and I couldn’t quite touch the bottom with my feet. I’m not the best swimmer—and yes, I know dogs are supposed to be great paddlers, but that’s just another stereotype—and I was caught off guard, so I panicked like an idiot. Jenny was a much better swimmer than me; she grabbed hold of me by the scruff of my neck, and once I was done thrashing and splashing, she hauled me back to the shore.


  We spent a good few minutes just sprawled out on the shore, panting and dripping. We both shook off what water we could, and then she socked me in the arm. After all that, she just went ahead and socked me. I could hardly believe it.


  “You stupid son of a bitch,” she said, giggling. “I can’t believe you did that.”


  “It’s your fault for getting so close to the river,” I said.


  “Nu-uh!” She flicked my nose. “Don’t you try to get out of this one!”


  “So what now? Can we go back to your place and towel off?”


  “We can’t go back to my house looking like this!” Jenny looked aghast. “Mom likely wouldn’t even let us in the door!”


  “Well, my folks aren’t even home! And we can’t just sit here dripping wet!”


  “C’mon, follow me.” She stood up and started heading down river. “I know what to do. ”


  We hiked a little ways, feeling increasingly itchy in the sun. It was starting to dry out my fur, but my underwear and my shirt were still annoyingly soaked. After about a quarter mile, we arrived at the railroad bridge. Here the river was wider and the embankment taller, and the bridge rested on a tall wooden trestle structure. On the bank, the bottoms of the trestles were obscured by the tall grass that grew there. Folks were supposed to stay away from the trestles, but obviously people came here all the time, judging from the trash and beer cans everywhere. I tilted my head to look up at the top of the structure, then turned around to find Jenny calmly removing her shirt.


  “Jenny! What’re you doing!?”


  “Shh! We can stay down here as long as you don’t make a racket!” Jenny continued to strip without any shame, slipping off her denim shorts and her panties, and there she was, naked as a jaybird right in front of me. It wasn’t like I could really see any details—her fur was thick and matted and a bit muddy—but I still felt my ears and cheeks get hot with embarrassment. She hung up her articles of clothing on one of the mossy beams of the trestle, shook off some more moisture, then turned to look at me quizzically, head cocked to one side. “What?”


  “You can’t go doing that!” I barked, then immediately lowered my voice. “It’s indecent! We’ll get busted for sure!”


  “We’ll only get busted if we’re found, and we’ll only get found if one of us makes a ruckus!” She stuck her tongue out. “So just relax!”


  It wasn’t like I had a better solution, so I reluctantly piped down and sat there underneath the bridge. I did my best not to look at her, instead focusing on the rusty rivets joining the beams above. I heard her sigh. “What?” I said.


  “Y’know, we’ve known each other how long now? You don’t have to be such a prude, Scott. I won’t tell Jesus if you don’t.”


  The clothes sticking to my fur were driving me crazy by this point, so I gingerly removed them and hung them up next to hers on the trestle. I shook off and sat down butt naked on the bank, hugging my legs to my chest in an effort to hide as much as possible. “If word ever gets out that I did this…”


  “Tch. Just calm down, okay? The only time folks ever come down here is at night, when the seniors show up to get drunk.” By seniors she meant the high school seniors.


  I shrugged to indicate that I wasn’t especially convinced, and silently we bided our time, slowly drying in the summer warmth. Cicadas trilled hypnotically in the distance. The whole situation felt horribly awkward, but despite my embarrassment, I eventually sprawled out and lay on my back, as did she. I made sure I was a discreet distance from her, and kept my hands over my crotch. Jenny was right, of course; no one came down the bank, and even if they had, they would’ve had to have been right beside us to see us in the tall grasses. I still wouldn’t look at her, though. I was terrified that I’d look too long and something might happen between my legs. I’d never thought of Jenny that way, not really, until then.


  “How come you don’t look? Do you think I’m ugly?” she said softly.


  I fumbled for an answer, because this was definitely one of those minefield questions ladies asked where answering either way could get you in trouble. “It isn’t about that, Jenny. This is already awkward, okay? I just wanna hurry up and get dry.”


  She jabbed me in the side. “You didn’t answer my question, though.”


  I half-glanced at her to see if she was kidding. She wasn’t, by the look on her face. I was in the minefield for sure, now. I suppose she had some right to be sour after being forced to rescue me like that. Still, I had no idea what to say. “I don’t know, do you think you’re ugly?”


  She jabbed me again, harder. I sat straight up and barked at her: “Cut that out!”


  It was only a second later that I realized I was looking straight at her. Her body had the faintest beginning of feminine curves, and pretty little cloud-shaped patches of darker fur here and there. I quickly averted my eyes, feeling my face burning beneath the fuzz.


  Jenny sighed and smiled. “I’m never gonna get a straight answer out of you, am I? God, Scotty, you’re useless.”


  This time I jabbed her, and she jabbed back, and we started play- wrestling like we always do. We forgot about nakedness and awkwardness and were just like roly-poly little puppies again, in that moment. It wasn’t long before we were more or less dried out, and we put our clothes back on and hiked on out of there. The rest of the day proceeded like nothing unusual had happened, and we never really talked about that incident in the years afterward.


  


  My family’s not exactly a bunch of collegiate types. Mom and Dad both graduated high school, and Dad had a little junior college under his belt. However, out in that area, the vast majority of steady jobs involved either direct manual labor or supervising said manual labor. The pay wasn’t great for those jobs, neither then nor now, but out there you really didn’t need a fat salary to get by. Anyway, as I got older I got interested in stuff like agricultural science and land use and crap like that—there was still a fair amount of undeveloped land outside of Stokesville in those days, and I thought a little planning might help the town a bit as time went by. These were pretty big thoughts for the teenager that I was, and no one really took me seriously when I first talked about it. In fact, they were kind of surprised—I don’t think town folks thought of me as dumb, but they probably had me pegged as just an average ol’ mutt. My parents knew of my interest and took it moderately seriously, but when I started asking about going to university for it, they shot it down pretty fast—the money just wasn’t there. I wasn’t ready to just let go of the dream, so I found an alternative solution: the Army. A few years of service and they’d pay for pretty much all of my proposed college education. It seemed like a win- win deal. Besides, it was a way to see the world, and while part of me felt firmly rooted in Stokesville, another part wanted to experience all of that. It sounded like an adventure.


  So that’s what I did. My parents put on a huge, unnecessary goodbye party, and probably a quarter of the entire town showed up, bringing potluck snacks and homemade goodies and little going-away gifts for me. Jenny and her mom turned up, and I couldn’t for the life of me tell how Jenny felt. She looked happy for me, but I could also see her tail trying hard not to droop. I wanted to talk to her, but there just wasn’t a chance to get her alone for more than a minute or two. I did give her a peck on the cheek and promised I’d write, and she promised likewise. The next day, I caught the county bus to Wolfborough, and from there I caught a flight to the training facility in North Carolina, and the beginning of a totally new life for me.


  Being in the army is a bit like being in a fraternity. There are rules and practices, but there’s also a ton of bullshit and pranks and goofing around when the sergeant isn’t looking. There were also a ton of dogs in the company. I guess that’s another stereotype, but some of these clichés obviously have precedents in reality. They weren’t that different from the types I knew around Stokesville—most of them were middle-class mutts like me, a few purebreds but mostly just rough-and-tumble types who sought to find a purpose in the armed forces. We all had our dumb little nicknames—I received the name ‘Green Giant, ’ which referred to several things. One, I was a bit on the lanky, tall side. Two, I was green in the sense of a new kid. Three, I made the colossal mistake of telling the boys about my agricultural leanings, which became a source of ribbing and gags for a while. Things changed a bit whenever we were deployed; we still joked around, but it was always muted. We knew that there was a chance, however slight, that we might have to ship out to a front line somewhere. We all received training for it, of course, but actually being in the field is something you never quite get used to. They say you can prepare yourself for ninety-five percent of all possible combat environments, maneuvers and outcomes, but there’s always that random factor that comes with fighting on foreign soil. If you don’t go into a situation without at least some estimate of the potential risk, then you’re leaving yourself just as wide open as if you painted a target on your tail. I learned a lot about foresight (and hindsight) in the forces, and that just makes what happened last weekend all the more ironic.


  But I’m still getting there. I’m not quite ready to dive straight in yet. It’s all so recent and confusing in my mind. It’s easier to talk about memories for now, even if those memories are each like dominoes, each toppling the next and leading me closer and closer to the heart of the matter.


  One of my best friends during my tour of duty was Powell, a coyote. He was the only one in our bunch who didn’t have a stupid nickname—we dog soldiers just called him Powell. (His first name was Harlan, but no one ever called him that, not even his girlfriend of the time. ) That motherfucker was my hero, to be honest. He was intense and lean and sharp—you could tell his mind was always working, always poking around and assessing. He was the kind of canine who would do card tricks and dagger tricks and even magic tricks with bullets, and he’d play fast and dirty. He’d seen field combat experience prior to joining our platoon, and his reflexes were frighteningly quick. When he reloaded a gun, his fingers were almost a blur. He had cool gray eyes that sized you up from top to bottom and then dismissed you. Powell was technically a senior officer to me, but he never really looked down on me. I think maybe I was his favorite. He certainly taught me a lot more than basic training ever did. There were notches in his ears and scars on his fuzzy abdomen, and the stories of how he’d gotten them varied every week. Whenever we came back to the States, he’d get a bunch of the guys together and go into town to bars or strip joints or whatever. I never joined them, because when I got back, to be honest, all I wanted to do was sleep for a good few days.


  While I was abroad, I dreamed annoyingly often about Jenny. More often than not we were back at the river bank in my dream, although sometimes the details were different. Sometimes we wore nothing all the way through it, and in my dream I had no problem with staring at Jenny’s body. Sometimes things went further under the bridge, and I would wake up from those with my heart racing and a certain part of me quite hard. Sometimes the dream-memory twisted around and took turns that bothered me. More than once I dreamed that Jenny never caught me, and the river swept me away or drowned me. One time it wasn’t Jenny who was naked next to me under the bridge, but Powell with his steely eyes. I didn’t even dare to contemplate the symbolism of something like that.


  Jenny and I corresponded like we’d promised, although I never mentioned the dreams in my letters. She sent Polaroids, little snapshots of the town and the gradual changes that were happening. The laundromat where her mother worked shut down, the grocery store got replaced with a chain supermarket, the first satellite dish in Stokesville went up… stuff like that. The boys always got ahold of my letters and read them before I ever saw them—it was inevitable, because they were nosy bastards. None of us had much privacy—we’d all seen each other’s junk and knew each other’s birthmarks. We all knew about each other’s girls back home, because that’s how it was. They teased me about Jenny, especially when I insisted she wasn’t my girlfriend but just a pal from the puppy days. Powell didn’t tease me, though. Powell never teased me, aside from occasionally calling me by my nickname.


  But Powell did challenge me, sometimes, in ways that made me uncomfortable about the fact that he was my superior. Dogs have a strong sense of loyalty and hierarchy, and while I respected Powell, I only really wanted to follow his orders—I didn’t really want to be his buddy. But when you spend that much time with the same group of people, this funny kind of intimacy develops—a tense intimacy, one that feels more like someone you’re stuck in an elevator with than an actual social friend.


  One time, Powell brought some girls back to the barracks where we were staying, a pair of twin sheps with refined muzzles and shy, flirtatious expressions. They were obviously locals from town, and this sort of thing was completely against regulations, and Powell knew it. Apparently he’d bribed an officer or two. I was completely horrified.


  “Sir, can I have a word with you?”


  “Cut the ‘sir’ bullshit, Scotty-boy.” Powell grinned, massaging the shoulders of one of the girls. “At ease. No, really. Put yourself way at ease.”


  “If word gets out that —”


  “Girls, this is Scott. He’s our token blushing virgin, though he’s not nearly as much of a choir-boy as he pretends to be. Scotty, this is Ilsa and Sabine. Their dad runs that cheese shop in town—you know, the one we visited Saturday?”


  The girls giggled as they eyed me. The others were looking at them the way you’d size up a cut of meat at the butcher’s. I suddenly found myself thinking of those images from Ed Best’s magazines from all those years ago, the cheap photos of the inviting girls with their forced smiles and obviously airbrushed bodies. Powell noticed my expression, and left the girls to the other guys. While they chatted and laughed, the coyote took me aside.


  “What’s the matter? Because I seriously doubt this is really about breaking the regs.”


  “Sir, I’m just uncomfortable with this whole situation. Regulations aside, I really don’t think they should be here. Powell… are they…” I lowered my voice. “Are they hookers?”


  “No!” Powell snorted. “I do have some class, Scotty. Jesus. Nah, they’re just locals who never get to have a good time. I mean, Christ, what’s there to do in that little town? Look, just come on over and get to know ’em. They’re fine little ladies. Hell, maybe one of ’em will even let you call her Jenny for the night.”


  My eyes snapped to meet his, my hackles rising a bit. He caught it and returned the look with a smooth smile, his I'm-in-control smile. “Hey boys, me and Scotty will be right back, OK? You be sure and save me a slice of that pie!”


  The boys were clustered around the twins, and there was a lot of sniffing and wagging going on. I felt a bit nauseous. Powell took me outside and offered me a cigarette. I took it and lit up. The base was quiet and chilly outside, not a soul in sight. The lamp above us buzzed softly.


  “There’s one thing you never told me, Scotty. You never told me why you enlisted.”


  “ Why’d you enlist?” I said, wanting to shift any focus off me.


  “I enlisted because I knew from the beginning that 9-to-5 wasn’t for me,” he said, lighting up a cigarette of his own and taking a heady drag. “I knew there wasn’t any point to having the same stupid experiences every other civilian has. I don’t want to get soft and complacent. I don’t want a closet full of ugly ties and a pension plan. What’s the point to living a normal fucking life when six billion other people do it too? I wasn’t born to be a fucking sheep.”


  “I know some sheep who’d take offense to that remark.”


  “Funny. I’m here because I want to feel what it’s like to experience shit I can’t even imagine, go to places I would’ve never been to otherwise. Your turn.”


  I looked at him, then took a slow draw off my cig. The nicotine calmed my nerves a little, and I took a deep breath before answering. I could hear telltale noises coming from behind the closed door to the barracks. “Gonna go to school on the GI Bill when I’m done with this. Plus I wanted to see the world, just like you. ”


  “I didn’t say I wanted to see the world,” he said. “I don’t give a fuck about ‘the world. ’ I’m not a tourist. That’s all your motivation really is, tourism. You want the sanitized, postcard versions of everywhere. You don’t know what a place is really like until you’ve either gotten chased out of it, passed out in it, or stuck your dick in it.”


  I bit my lip, not wanting to answer. I didn’t think much of his philosophy. Powell glanced at me, his straggly bottlebrush tail jerking back and forth. He was clearly still irritated that I didn’t want to take part in what was going on inside.


  “I don’t know what Jenny would think if she knew I was—”


  “Oh my Jesus. To hell with Jenny, Scotty! First off, all the boys have girlfriends, and none of them have to know about this stuff—we keep our secrets, that’s how it is. Second, if Jenny means that much to you, why didn’t you go after her? Why’d you run away?”


  “I didn’t run away.” My hackles were rising further. I couldn’t help it. “Sir, can we change the subject? Please?”


  Powell shook his head, sighing. “I like you, Scott. You’re still green as shit, but I like you. I wasn’t dissimilar to you, once. You’re a good soldier, but you have plenty to learn about how things work.”


  “Things are different out here.” I flicked ash off my cigarette. “It’s not like this back where I come from.”


  “Scotty, I have news for you. It’s like this everywhere, with everyone. You just don’t want to see it.”


  


  We only came close to actually seeing a front-line battle once, in Eastern Europe. It was a covert operation, so there’s no real need to get into the details. It doesn’t matter. It was our last deployment, and when we finally came home I never felt happier to be back on American soil. After three years, I was honorably discharged, and I proudly came back to Stokesville. There was no party this time for the homecoming hero; I guess that’s reserved for the ones who come back from epic wars or something. Or maybe it was just that it was a Sunday morning when I arrived. It was just my folks and Jenny who came out to greet me, and boy was it strange, coming back to all that. By then it felt like someone else’s life, like I was pretending to be this Scott guy on some reality show and picking up the existence he’d put on hold. Jenny was a different kind of friend now; there was a distance between us. She had a boyfriend, apparently, or at least some guy she was casually dating. I couldn’t quite decide what to think of that. Jenny had graduated high school but wasn’t pursuing school; her mother was ailing a bit, and Jenny had to work full time to support her.


  I felt like a restless outsider, uncertain of my place. I hated that feeling. I needed someone, something to latch onto.


  I wasn’t fated to stay long, not really. The junior college in Tercio was close enough that I could commute, but when I started going to university, it was time to move to the city. The city was loud and busy and dirty, but I eventually got used to it. I never pursued my original dream of an agricultural degree; instead, a senior guidance counselor convinced me that there was no money in it, and I’d be much better off getting into urban planning. The future was in the big cities, he said, not in the countryside. He spoke with the odd combination of meekness and authority that only middlemen can muster. So I let them railroad me along, and I still kind of regret that. Who knows? I might’ve given it all up and gone back to Stokesville… but then, I met Sharon.


  Normally, cats almost inevitably irk me on sight. A lot of the cats I’ve met have this hoity-toity, nose-in-the-air attitude just by default. When they’re not even making any affectation, they still somehow come across like they own the scene and you’re just a guest. Sharon was different—or at least I thought so, from first impressions. The first time I saw her, she seemed completely relaxed, not arrogant or uptight at all. We shared a class, I can’t even remember which class now, and I was about two seats behind her. She’s a dazzling Russian blue, with emerald-green eyes and fragrant, dark gray fur that you just want to stroke and touch and sniff. She had a habit of wearing these fucking sexy tight skirts and white blouses with billowy sleeves, and in college she had these unflattering Lois Lane glasses that would’ve looked stupid on anyone else but somehow made her even prettier. I would get incredibly distracted watching that sweet, fluffy tail of hers swing to and fro beneath her chair, and I allowed myself the occasional horny little daydream about her. I had it bad.


  She knew I was watching. That’s another thing I’ve noticed with a lot of cats; they have an almost telepathic sense of when they’re being observed. In the middle of a lecture, Sharon would turn her head a tiny bit, just enough so that I could see the secret little grin on her face. She didn’t even have to look at me. I wasn’t sure what she thought of my attention, but I certainly liked hers. Sharon never made a direct move on me; I kind of had to nudge her and circle her a bit before getting emotionally close. It gradually became clear that she liked me, but she was also constantly aloof; all my suggestions for extracurricular activities were met with ambivalent answers.


  “I don’t know, let me see what I’m doing.”


  “Maybe. How much actual work do you think we’ll accomplish?”


  “Coffee, mm? I’m not really much of a coffee drinker… ”


  “Well, you can call me, but chances are my cell will be off.”


  “A get-together at Mark’s place? Hmm… I’m not sure, I probably wouldn’t know anyone there…”


  And so on. She definitely wasn’t a spontaneous party girl. I suppose now I can see who I was comparing her to.


  I dated several other girls before finally putting any kind of serious move on Sharon. I had needs of course—I was a bit randier in those days— but I suppose in the back of my mind I also wanted to test her a little. I felt the potential there, and I wanted to see how she’d react to me with a girl on my arm. I wanted to see if I could jolt her out of that aloof routine a bit. It didn’t work; whatever she felt, she just reacted with casual indifference to each one. It’s funny; that indifference was ultimately a lot more provocative than if she’d suddenly gotten competitive. I suppose I had a bit of a fantasy of her being forced to show genuine, passionate interest in me, but I knew it wasn’t going to happen. The interest was there, but she wasn’t about to play games. At least, not my game.


  So I stopped beating around the bush. I stopped being subtle, stopped dropping hints. Instead, I just asked her out, and on the first date I went ahead and got a little physical, in that awkward, inexperienced way early twentysomethings do. She seemed distant and even vaguely annoyed right up until I kissed her, and then I discovered a whole other side to her. I finally met that part of her that wanted me, but she kept it buried far and away and wouldn’t let it out; she’d been waiting all that time for me to find it. And when I finally did, there weren’t any words to be said; just warmth and flesh and sly eyes egging me on to go deeper, to push her around and dominate her. In those days, our sessions in bed were a bit vicious sometimes, like we were hunting each other rather than loving each other. There was never any pillow talk, and she always came to my place; I never got to stay at hers.


  And that was college. I graduated a year after her because I wasn’t the top-notch student she was, but she waited for me. Sharon got a little apartment near downtown, and once I was done we moved in together. I almost immediately felt the dynamic changing; she found a whole new set of things to dryly complain about once we lived together. She didn’t like me leaving stuff out after I was done with it, she didn’t like the volume I watched the game at, she silently hoped I would clean the sink every now and then, and so on. She didn’t like me panting at the table, even in the summertimes when it was hot as holy hell. I got to know The Squint of Disapproval, which she reserved for the little things I did that were annoying but apparently not annoying enough to merit a word or two.


  But like I said, we adapted. We learned to laugh at each other’s flaws and joke about them, and once we developed our respective social lives we both mellowed out a bit. When I proposed to her, it felt natural to me; we’d already lived together for about two years, and from my point of view we already behaved like husband and wife. She actually hesitated when I popped the question, and it was a week—the longest, most heart pounding week of my life—before she answered yes. I’m sure her family whispered plenty in her ear about how I wasn’t husband material.


  Maybe that’s what I’ve been avoiding all this time. It’s always been in the back of my head, a whispering little irrational idea that maybe, just maybe, Sharon had merely settled for me. The feeling that she could’ve done better, but she had decided at some point that this dog of hers was tamed enough, that he would do and be loyal and she would just forgive the messes and the character flaws and whatever the hell else bugged her about me. I often dismissed those feelings as just my own insecurities popping up, and I never spoke to Sharon about them. Maybe I should’ve; maybe that would’ve helped things somehow and what happened wouldn’t have happened. On the other hand, it might’ve just pissed her off, and what the hell was I supposed to tell her, anyway? “Sharon, I resent you because you domesticated me and I let it happen. I resent you because I’m not the best you could do.” Yeah, like that’d fly. At any rate, I never brought it up. Powell and the boys offered to throw me a raunchy bachelor party, complete with strippers and beer kegs; I declined. Sharon insisted on handling all the planning for the wedding, and everything went off great despite the stony faces on her side of the aisle.


  I sent an invitation to Jenny, but she didn’t come.


  


  Sharon’s family mostly lives down the coast, in Langosta and Del Mar and that general area. Her father’s a retired banker and in poor health—the proverbial fat cat, as it were. Sharon’s parents are divorced, and she has a horrible stepmother that fawns over me and makes nice and asks me to call her Mom, even though we both silently know that she hates my guts. Sharon’s father is pretty much indifferent to me, not unlike Sharon used to be, although in his case it’s true indifference rather than Sharon’s veiled interest. We’ve talked plenty of times, and never once did he really open up to me. Visiting them is always boring at best for me, and at worst it’s utterly tedious, so whenever I can I get out of going with her on road trips to see them. Last week she wanted to go down to see them, but it also happened that Powell and my friends were in the area and wanted to get together with me. She gave me the usual Squint of Disapproval, but let the matter drop. That’s really the best part, the part that hurts me the most—we were getting along just fine when all of this happened. We didn’t have a fight, or a miscommunication, or anything that might’ve been labeled as an easy excuse for my behavior. It wasn’t like I’d had a bad day at work, either. I suppose I could argue that I was coerced, but it takes two to tango, doesn’t it?


  Powell showed up on Saturday. He convinced me to give the boys the spare key to the place, and took me out to have a beer while they got things ready. I had an uneasy feeling about the whole thing—I knew the kind of parties they liked to throw, but Powell convinced me to just relax. I felt uncomfortable doing this without Sharon around. I was afraid she’d come home to the aftermath of the party, and berate me for having a good time. I related these concerns to Powell while we drank in the local bar that Saturday evening. The coyote’s gray eyes were just as cool as ever, studying me. Scrutinizing me.


  “Look, Scott,” he said flatly. “I’m sorry, but I’ve never seen you this pussy-whipped in all the years I’ve known you. This is even worse than when you were mooning over Jenny.”


  “Oh shut up,” I said. “It’s not like that. Me and Sharon, we have an understanding. Look, Powell, you’ve been married. You know what it’s like, don’t you?”


  “Yeah,” he scoffed. “Married and divorced, thank you very much. The only thing I regret about that is not doing it sooner. Sure, I know what it’s like. It’s fucking slavery, is what it’s like. It’s joint annuities and his-and-her towels and fighting over the goddamn remote. It’s letting your convertible sit up on cinder blocks for five years straight and then letting her convince you to scrap it and getting some sporty, foreign-built, fuel-efficient piece of shit. It’s never growling, never barking, and it’s keeping your ears back and your tail between your legs. Yes, Scott, I know what it’s like.”


  “Oh, fuck you, not this again,” I muttered. There was a raw moment with us glaring at each other, and then Powell just laughed. It was hard to stay mad over stupid things like that.


  “You know, one day you’re going to be too old to ride like thunder across the plains on your chopper,” I said. “Then you’ll be just as domesticated as I am.”


  “Hell no,” he said. “I’m going to ride until the day I die.”


  We looked at each other silently, and then Powell said something that struck me to the core. The way he said it was so goddamned casual, and maybe it was that casualness that hit me the hardest.


  “I have cancer, Scotty. ”


  “Jesus,” I spoke in little more than a whisper. “Have you been to a doctor?”


  “Yeah. It hasn’t gotten bad yet, but it’s inoperable. It’s not really a surprise, either—runs in my family. Karma always kicks the shit out of dogs like me. Doc said if I’m careful, I might potentially have ten more good years. I told him to take his optimism and cram it up his ass. Scotty, I’m telling you this in confidence—don’t mention it to anyone, not even the boys.”


  I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to comfort him, offer some kind of something, but this was Powell. You didn’t give Powell a hug. You didn’t clap your paw on his shoulder and give cheap sympathies. I wasn’t even used to seeing him vulnerable in any way, and the thought of something like cancer taking him down ate away at my heart. It was deeply upsetting. Those grey eyes studied the table before returning to me, and they didn’t look so steely and deadly for once. They looked tired and old, like eyes that have seen far too much.


  “Listen to what I have to say, and don’t interrupt me,” he said. I heard the unmistakable tone of my commanding officer. “I want you to know something. When I found out, I had my will done up all official. Can you imagine it? Me, writing my will? Anyway, I don’t have much of anything, but I left the bike to you. Once I kick the bucket, it’s all yours, and it’s still in fairly good condition. Well, decent condition. Let’s say good enough that it’s not a deathtrap on two wheels. Anyway, it’ll be yours, as long as you promise me one thing: that you’ll ride it. It’s up to you whether or not you ride with the boys or on your own, but I just don’t want it gathering dust or rust.”


  “But… why?” I was dumbfounded, really.


  “Because you need to feel what it’s like to be on it. Live, Scotty. Live, and celebrate life. Don’t fuss over consequences. Do dumb shit and revel in it. Speak the truth, even if it gets your teeth knocked out. Wring the hell out of every moment God gives you, and maybe you won’t feel sorry when it’s all said and done and they finally come to take you away. Now let’s forget all this shit and live it up for a night.”


  


  I stiffened the moment we got back to the place. Without even opening the door, I knew the party was already in full swing. I could hear the thud- thud-thud of bass vibrating through the wall, and through the window I could see the place was packed.


  “Christ, Powell, I have neighbors—”


  “If someone calls the cops, I’ll deal with it. ”


  “What about Sharon? If you guys trash the place—”


  “We won’t. And Sharon won’t be back until Tuesday, right? Plenty of time to clean up.”


  “If she gets on my case about this—”


  But Powell wouldn’t hear any more from me. He opened up the door and hustled me in, and everyone cheered like I was a homecoming hero or something. I recognized about a third of the partygoers—there were my old Army pals, a few friends from college, and some of my co-workers. It looked like Powell had also invited some kids from the local high school. The rest I assumed were friends of Powell, maybe his biking pals. It was a pretty motley crowd, and a good number of them already looked drunk.


  “Guess what, Scotty-boy!” shouted Powell, more for the benefit of the crowd than for me. “We’re finally throwing you that bachelor party!”


  I tried to reply, but it was lost amongst the cheers of the partygoers. Even the ones who didn’t know me were cheering. I don’t think I’d ever had that many people in my house, not even for my birthday. Someone shook up a beer bottle and let the pressurized fizz spray me in the face, and Powell laughed raucously. Somewhere, possibly from the hallway, I could smell the faint but distinct odor of weed. Powell smiled at me, and despite what he’d told me earlier, I couldn’t help but smile back a little.


  Bit by bit, I let go. There was a feeling in the air, a feeling of chaos and revelry, and at first I didn’t want to let it carry me away. I didn’t want to lose myself in that feeling. But I did, after a few more drinks and a bit of dancing and socializing. It was much easier to meet new people when everyone was shitfaced. Powell told stupid stories from when we served together, and everyone guffawed and it was funny all over again.


  And then, through it all, I spied a familiar face, one that nearly sobered me up completely. I rubbed my eyes and looked again, wondering if I was maybe seeing things, but I wasn’t. There, sitting on my couch next to Powell, was Jenny.


  “There he is,” said Powell as I moved closer. “I think he’s been hiding all this time.”


  “Quite a party you’ve got here, Scotty,” said Jenny. She’d aged a bit, and her looks were a bit more time-worn. Her ears drooped a little bit more, and her fur had lost some of that glossy, full look I remembered. But it was her, in the flesh. Jenny, after so very long. I knelt and gave her a hug. She was curvier than I’d remembered, too.


  “How’ve you been?” I said. “I haven’t heard from you in forever.”


  “Doing all right, I suppose,” she said. “How’re you? Look at you, all grown up and living the big city life. ”


  I chuckled. “Yeah, I don’t know if it suits me. It certainly isn’t Stokesville.”


  “Yeah, that’s for sure. So, do I get to meet your wife?”


  “She’s out,” Powell interjected. He was watching us both with a sly look I didn’t entirely like. “Sharon doesn’t know about this little shindig.”


  “Sharon, mm?” said Jenny. “That’s a nice name. What’s she like?”


  “Oh, she’s great,” I said quickly. It was a kneejerk answer. “She’s just great. I’m sure you’d like her.”


  “She’s a cat,” Powell said casually. “I guess he’s into that.”


  “How do you two know each other?” I said abruptly, eager to change the subject. “Did you just meet here?”


  “Nah,” said Powell. “I was riding down the 95, and I stopped in Stokesville for the night, and I remembered that girlfriend of yours. So I looked her up.”


  “Powell’s a crackup,” said Jenny. “He took me out and we had some good laughs. Swapped stories about you, too.”


  “Hey,” I said. “Don’t believe half the things this guy says. So how long are you in town for?”


  Jenny shrugged. “I really just came for this, hon. I can’t stay too long… Momma gets nervous if I’m gone for a long while.”


  “Oh, how’s she doing these days?”


  “She’s… getting by.” Jenny’s ears drooped a bit. “Her kidneys are quitting and her back’s no good, so I’m kinda taking care of her.”


  “Ah… I’m sorry.”


  “S’okay.” She looked me in the eye. “It’s just nice to see you. And I think Powell’s right—I think you need this.”


  “Well, I’m really glad you’re here,” I said, and immediately hated myself for saying it. The sentiment sounded completely fake to my ears.


  “Yeah,” she replied. “It’s good to see you’re doing right for yourself.” “How’s the old town?”


  Jenny giggled. “Oh, it’s basically still the same. Old Searcy died, and his son sold off the gas station. Eddie Best became a cop, though basically all he ever does is ticket people. I think he’d wet his pants if someone actually fired a gun at him. Oh, and there’s a Copytron in town now, can you believe that? Opened at the corner of A and 3rd, right where the old furniture store was. Aside from that… well, nothing really changes in Stokesville, not really. You know how it is.”


  “Y’know, I’ve been meaning to visit—”


  “It’s okay,” she said softly. “Don’t lie. You’re busy these days, it’s understandable. ”


  I just shrugged. I didn’t know what to say. The experience had thrown me completely off. All I could do was look at her while my heart pounded and all those summers flickered through my mind. Faces and places I hadn’t thought of in years, and her at the center of it all. Warm sunlight and us naked under the bridge.


  “Hey,” she said, giving my shoulder a little, friendly push. “Don’t be a bad host. Go socialize a bit, we can talk later when things cool down.”


  “Yeah,” said Powell, slipping an arm around Jenny’s waist. “Go socialize a bit, Scotty. We’ll be right here.”


  I made the rounds a bit, and I already knew what I’d see when I got back to the couch. Jenny and Powell were gone. The party atmosphere was starting to wind down a bit; a few folks had left, and the ones still here were talking a little quieter now. The feel of the whole thing had changed a bit; I could see people pairing off, talking one-on-one. I made my way to the hall, past the bathroom where a couple of teenage ferrets were getting stoned, and confronted the closed door of my study. There was a foldout bed in my study for when we had guests. It was just a twin-size, not really big enough for two, but two could probably fit on it if they didn’t mind getting cozy. I had known that Powell probably wouldn’t have picked my bedroom; he knew I wouldn’t have stood for that. I rapped on the door.


  “Took ya long enough,” came Powell’s voice from within. “Come on in.”


  I opened the door and slipped inside. It was dim; the only light on was the desk lamp. Powell and Jenny were on the bed, and both of them had their shirts off. Powell was massaging Jenny’s back, while Jenny made soft happy noises. I sighed softly.


  “Oh, look at him, Jenny,” said Powell, a faint tone of mockery in his voice. “Poor Scotty… he’s plain forgotten how to have fun.”


  “Don’t tease the poor guy, Harlan,” Jenny said back to him.


  “Get outta here,” I said half-heartedly. “This is my office, for Christ’s sake.”


  “Scotty…” said Jenny. She looked like she wanted to say more.


  “In or out, Scott.” Powell looked hard at me. “Your choice.”


  I don’t know why I did what I did next. I didn’t really feel like going back out to that party atmosphere now, but that wasn’t reason enough to stay. I didn’t want to leave them alone together, but that wasn’t reason enough either. There’s one thing about dogs that we’re not proud of, and it’s that sometimes we just do things. Sometimes it just happens without the higher parts of the brain even noticing. It’s something about me Sharon’s never understood, something I could never explain.


  I sat down and took Jenny’s footpaws, rubbing them while Powell worked her back. She relaxed, half-closing her eyes and sighing softly. Before I knew it, Powell had slipped off Jenny’s bra and was massaging her breasts. Oh, how she’d grown up. Jenny was making the most wonderful, passionate noises. I watched Powell’s lecherous, dextrous paws squeezing those sweet lumps of flesh, and suddenly let go of her feet. “I—I really should go.” “You really should stay,” said Powell. “Shouldn’t he, Jenny?”


  “Let’s let him decide,” said Jenny breathlessly. Powell was already sneaking a paw down the front of her jeans, and I could smell Jenny’s need in the air as she gasped. It was driving me crazy; I was already hard in my pants. Jenny gazed into my eyes, and in that gaze was everything I wanted, everything I really was. I felt a twinge in my chest, and looked down at my left paw. There, I saw my wedding ring. I looked at Jenny, feeling a terrible conflict, an entanglement of emotions balling up in my chest and threatening to overpower my lust. Powell had nothing more to say; he was busy nibbling at Jenny’s neck. But he was still glancing at me, daring me to advance, waiting for my decision. I looked again at my ring, and slowly, ever so slowly and reluctantly, I slipped it off and let it fall to the floor. I knelt on the edge of the bed and leaned in to kiss Jenny, and when we broke the kiss, she whispered in my ear:


  “I won’t tell Jesus if you don’t.”


  


  In retrospect, I wish Powell had been willing to leave the two of us alone then. I didn’t really want to share her, although I suppose given what I was doing, I hardly had the right to claim her all to myself. Powell didn’t just keep his attention on her; he actually tried to touch me a bit, too. I’d never known he was like that, and I’m not gay, and I sure as hell didn’t really want to have any contact with him that way, but that’s how it ended up. The three of us became tangled up, losing track of where one dog began and the other ended, nothing but throbbing points of desire rubbing wetly against each other and slipping in here and there. It wasn’t me, it wasn’t like me to do a thing like that—I’d only ever fantasized doing anything like that, and I’d given up those fantasies years ago—but I wasn’t myself in that moment. I was completely adrift in the heat and the thick scents and the wet surfaces and desire that blinded me to everything. Jenny’s soft, fever-hot inner flesh was every bit as tight and delicious as every dream I’d ever had of it. And at the height of it, we cried out and howled and erupted like lamenting beasts, the climax consuming my mind with the shared bliss of the experience.


  Eventually exhaustion came crashing down on us, and it all fell to hot, sweet silence.


  In the morning, only Jenny and I were left. She silently helped me clean up the place, which had been pretty thoroughly trashed. I was almost in a daze—the events of last night seemed like a dream, irreconcilable with the dull morning light. Only the evidence strewn about every room in the house suggested any link to that long night. It didn’t look like my house anymore; it looked like the site of some frat party that had gone way overboard. I bagged up as much as I could and took it out to the garbage can, and then hurried back. I had this irrational fear that Jenny might slip away while I was out there. But she didn’t; she was in the kitchen, cracking some eggs into a bowl.


  “How d’ya like ’em?” she said in a soft, tired voice. I didn’t know what she was talking about until she gestured to the eggs.


  “Oh. Fried,” I answered.


  We ate breakfast in silence, and then cleaned some more, and when the place finally looked decent, we just sat on the couch and looked at each other. The birds twittered cheerfully outside.


  “Thanks for helping out,” I said.


  “You’re welcome,” she answered. Her voice was very small, not at all like the bold, boisterous girl I’d once known.


  “So…”


  “So.”


  “Oh, shit,” I said. “How are you gonna get back? Powell was your ride, right?”


  Jenny let out a little chuckle. “Yeah, Powell was my ride. I’ll be fine, though. The light rail’ll take me down to Sunland, and from there I can grab a commuter bus back to Stokesville. I gotta go soon, though—it’s almost noon.”


  She got up slowly. I got up too, and hugged her tight. “Oh, Jenny. Oh God, Jenny.”


  


  There were probably a million things we could’ve said. We probably should have talked a bit more, tried to get a handle on all of it, but we didn’t. I don’t think either of us wanted to. It was too big, too much. I hastily put some clothes on and walked with her to the light rail station. I didn’t want to just let her go again, but at the same time part of me didn’t want her to stay. I could feel the weight of everything ahead pressing on me, and I knew that at some point I’d have to face up to the huge wave of emotions I was plugging up. As Jenny’s train was approaching, I spoke up.


  “Jenny. ”


  “Yeah?”


  “Remember that time when we fell into the Spelling river?”


  She half-smiled. “You mean the time where you fell, and pulled me in like a doofus? ’Course I do.”


  “Do you remember asking me if I thought you were ugly?”


  She tilted her head. “Yeah…?”


  “Well, I—I just wanted you to know, I didn’t think you were ugly. I thought you were pretty. You were pretty—you’re still pretty. You’re beautiful. I think you are the most beautiful thing in the world, and I always have.”


  And there it was. So many years too late, and so goddamn awkward to say now, but there it was. She took my head in her paws and kissed me softly on the forehead.


  “Goodbye, Scott.”


  


  I almost didn’t find my wedding ring. It had fallen on the carpet in a particular place, and to my horror I’d realized it wasn’t there now. I spent half an hour fishing around under everything in the office before I found it. I spent the rest of the day obsessively cleaning everything, shampooing the carpet, making dead sure everything was as close to exactly the way Sharon had left it. She came back a day early, which jolted me—I think I jumped out of my seat when I heard the door bolt being unlocked—but my worries were unjustified. She suspected nothing, and somehow that made it all the worse. I think part of me wanted her to figure everything out, to berate me, to give me the coldness I deserved.


  But she nuzzled me at the door, her soft tail curling around my leg and sliding away with subtle grace. She was wearing the perfume I’d bought her for her birthday. She glanced around at the house for a moment.


  “What is it?” I said nervously.


  “I’m just amazed,” she said. “I thought this place would be a disaster. You said Powell and his friends were visiting, right?”


  “Oh yeah, they did. I just—you know, I cleaned up really good. Didn’t want to upset you.”


  “Well,” she said, giving me a sardonic little smile. “Will wonders never cease.”


  


  I’ve decided. In a way, I made the decision the moment I wrote out the first few words at the beginning there. Perhaps I made the decision years ago, and it just took this long for it to work its way up through my mind. I’m going to tell Sharon everything, and let her decide. I don’t think I can expect her to understand; we come from utterly different worlds. I can’t anticipate how she’ll react. I only know one thing: I’m going to let her make the choice as to what happens next. Maybe we’ll get one of those marriage counselors everyone’s got these days, for all the good it’ll do. Maybe she’ll spend a week at her parents’ place and then we’ll make up and it’ll be like nothing happened. Maybe we’ll get separated for a while, and I’ll try a shrink and see if I can sort out everything that happened that night, the night I still can’t completely face even after writing about it. Or maybe we’ll get divorced, and it’ll be long and bitter. If that happens… well, maybe I deserve it.


  All I know is that if she does leave me, I know one thing I’m definitely going to do. I’m going to stuff whatever I can fit into the flatbed of my truck, lash it down with a tarp, and drive until I get to Stokesville. I’ll walk those streets again in the present day, but at the same time I’ll be walking the Stokesville of my memory—a town of tough dogs in white tank tops and short little shrew ladies in flower-print dresses and rangy, lanky mutts like me. A town of sun bleached walls, and daisies pressed flat between book pages, and ’70s cars on cinder blocks waiting to be fixed and made new again, and flecks of sunlight dancing in muddy, ever-flowing waters. A town where nothing ever really changes—none of the important things, anyway. I’ll buy an orange at the supermarket—the field where we stole them off trees is probably long gone—and show up with it in my hand at Jenny’s door.


  And I’ll give that door a good, solid knock, and wait.
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  Thou Shalt Not Steal

  ***

  Moonthief


  He liked nights best. Of course, there was less to do. His tutors were not there to tire him with dreary subjects of geography and history, or to distract him with the somewhat more interesting topics of literature and music. His valets would respond to the bellrope, perhaps, but not so quickly as during the day, and they failed, in their sleepiness, both at amusing him and at sneering at him in that sly but deferential way they thought he didn’t notice. He could have meals brought to him at any hour, but at night, of course, they would be neither hot nor fresh. All the same, he liked nights best. During the day, the walls of his room seemed to press in on him, the sounds of the busy world outside taunting his earfans. His room felt tiny, cruel. But at night, lying there in the cool air, his mind could wander out the window, down the side of the tower and through the castle where the staff slumbered, across the woods and into the town, in and out of houses where others were sleeping, just like him. Only the bitterest of winds could chill him, and tonight was temperate, so as usual, the muslin canopy of his bed was drawn. He stared insomnolently into the night sky, where the moon, nearly full, shone in his window, the constellations winking around it. He tried to identify them - was that Ilfetu, the Swan? Padde, the Toad? Astronomy had never been his strong point.


  Unexpectedly, a shape appeared in the window, silhouetted against the brightness of the moon: a head, a lithe neck, two round ears. The head looked back and forth and then a slender body pulled itself nimbly up to the sill and dropped inside. Watching from behind the muslin, the prince held his breath. He was not afraid. It never even occurred to him to be afraid. With a single bellow, or a pull of the rope near his bed, he could have the room filled with guards in moments. He only wished not to frighten the intruder away too soon. This, at least, was something new, something different from the normal routine. The figure stood, and crossed its hands above a short, bottlebrush tail, then sauntered in a strolling gait away from the window, looking around the room. The prince gasped at the intruder’s sheer audacity, then caught his breath again, hoping it hadn’t heard. The figure made no sudden movements, though, no stares into the darkness of the canopied bed. The short gasp had been enough to carry a sweet and strong musk to the prince’s nose, however. Ferret, then, or perhaps weasel. As it moved away from the window, enough moonlight fell across it to reveal its features to the prince: it was a stoat, a male one, clad in black cloth strapped with leather bands. His face was sharply pointed, and there was a scar across his snout. He moved with an easy grace as he wandered around the bed.


  “Do you know that your eyes glimmer in the darkness?” he said abruptly, still not looking toward the bed. His voice was smooth as syrup, resonant, but quiet in the dark. “If you wish to feign sleep, perhaps you should close them.” He didn’t wait for a response. “But then, few sleepers hold their breath, either.”


  The prince felt his lips draw back from his dagger teeth in a smug snarl. “If you knew whose room you’d entered,” he rumbled with every ounce of menace he could muster, “you would not be so cocky, thief.”


  “Wouldn’t I?” the stoat said breezily. “Oh, I suppose if perhaps I’d broken into the room of Prince Athele, the kept dragon, I might have something to worry about, hmm?”


  So. The intruder knew who he was. This made the prince feel a little less comfortable with the situation. Perhaps the stoat was a would-be kidnapper, intending to hold him hostage. Perhaps he was a member of the rebellion. Perhaps an assassin. His eyes widened, and he drew back in his bed. “I can fill this room with guards in but a moment,” he stammered.


  “Oh, by all means, summon the guards,” the thief shrugged. “But what if I call them first?” His voice went high and trembling. “Please, sirs, save me. He had me brought here. He… he used me. I could do nothing!”


  The prince’s heart went cold.


  The stoat gazed at him keenly. “You probably think no one knows why you’re locked up here, don’t you? Well, you’re wrong. Everyone knows. All your servants know. The nobility knows. The people in the town know. It’s spoken of in the farthest reaches of the kingdom. Just, mind, not where anyone who might shout ‘Sedition! ’ can hear. Poor Prince Athele, locked up in his tower for practicing the forbidden love. Never allowed out, never allowed to see a man alone. Always two must see him together: two valets, two chefs, two chamber servants. The only son and heir a perversion, a disgrace to his father.”


  Athele stared at him in fear. “This… this is treason!” he sputtered. “Lies! Leave this room at once!”


  The stoat chuckled, and turned to face him, pushing one of the bed curtains aside with the backs of his short fingers. “Or what? You’ll summon the guards? Have me thrown in prison? Oh, but what do you think your father will do if you’re caught alone with another male again?” His eyes glinted wickedly. “Tell me, Prince. What did you do to get put up here in the first place? The little waiter kitty won’t talk, probably afraid they’ll cut out his tongue. Did you grope, perhaps? Or was it a kiss? Did you sink your heat into him, feel his squeeze, hmm?” He winked. “Or no, perhaps that’s not quite how it went.”


  Athele felt fury building inside his chest, his claws splayed. “I don’t have to summon the guards,” he said. “I can kill you myself, where you stand. I’m a dragon.”


  The stoat suddenly become a shadowy blur. The air was filled with the rustle of cloth, and then Athele felt a solid line pressing against the scales of his throat, with a point nestling cozily underneath one scute as if about to prise it upward. A knee pressed heavily into his chest. The stoat’s breath was hot and damp in his ear. “Be careful, my young friend. Dragons are difficult to kill, but not impossible. And you don’t want to kill me, anyhow. I daresay I’m the most interesting thing that’s happened to you in your whole short, uneventful life.”


  There was a quick glimmer, and then the stoat leaned up, sliding to the side so that he was straddling the dragon’s belly. Athele could see no trace of the dagger he’d felt, nor work out where it had gone. He struggled to regain his composure, to seem still on top of the situation, coolly disregarding the attempt on his life. “And what makes you think you’re so interesting to me, thief?” he managed. There was only a slight shake to his voice, but as he himself had barely heard it, he was certain the thief had not.


  The stoat gave him a lewd grin. “Why,” he said, “we both share… common interests.” His thighs were gripping at Athele’s chest, holding him there, and now he relaxed them, sliding slowly down toward the prince’s legs.


  “You’re disgusting,” Athele sneered. “Why on earth I would do anything you might be insinuating with you, you filthy little burglar?” Filthy wasn’t quite fair, he reflected. The stoat was strong-smelling, certainly, but his clothes seemed clean, if rather cheap and crude. And in the moonlight, his face was almost handsome, despite the scar. Still, a point had to be made.


  The thief shook his head. Was the expression on his face actually one of pity? But that made no sense. Athele was a prince, surrounded by riches, cared for, powerful. The thief was… well, if he was happy with his position in life, then why did he become a thief at all? Because he wanted what the prince had, that’s why. Power, wealth, respect.


  “Prince,” the stoat said slowly, “if not with me, then who? Do you think your father will ever let you out of this tower? Do you think he’ll ever give you the chance to have a man in your arms once more? Tell me, is he a kind man, or cruel?”


  The stoat slid carefully to one side and stepped onto the floor. Athele found, to his shock, that he achingly missed the feel of the thief’s weight astride him. He couldn’t feel that way about a thief. “But, your royal Highness, should you truly be uninterested in what I have to offer, order me away, and I swear to you, you will never see me again.”


  The prince almost did it. The words were in his mouth. But no, if he sent the thief away, then the thief controlled the situation. He would have won, somehow, leaving Athele alone in his tower, having threatened him with exposure and a knife, and then escaping scot-free. No, it was better to toy with him a little, make him think he would get what he wanted. Yes. He would not be outsmarted by some ruffian weasel who thought he could meddle with a dragon and get away with it. Time to turn the tables. “Wait,” he said. “Don’t go!” He tried to put a little hint of desperation into his voice.


  The stoat turned back, an easy smile on his lips. The overconfident bastard. Strategy was making your opponent think what he desired was in his grasp. “Rethinking things, Prince?” he said.


  “You are a thief, yes?” said the Prince.


  At that, the stoat bowed low toward the floor. “Your highness, I am the finest thief in the kingdom, perhaps in any kingdom. I can steal anything there is to be stolen. It is my calling.”


  Conceited too, thought Athele. He could use that against the stoat. “But you came here, not to steal from the castle, but to find me?”


  The thief gave him an easy smile. “I can come for but one reason only? But no, Prince Athele, you were foremost among the reasons I came.”


  Athele felt his spaded tail begin to sway slightly on the other side of the bed, as it seemed always to do when he was feeling crafty. “Then if you steal for me, I will reward you with a kiss.”


  The stoat leaned toward the bed, keeping that casual smile as he spoke. “A kiss from a dragon prince, my, that would be quite the prize. And what would the price be for a kiss?”


  “The moon,” Athele said smugly. “Bring me the moon, and you shall have your kiss.”


  The thief tilted back his head in a merry, bubbling laugh. “The moon, you say! Well, it is not beyond my grasp, but I’m afraid, my prince, that your kiss isn’t worth that much. Perhaps if you were offering more for it…”


  Athele felt a bit puzzled. The stoat still seemed so confident, not taken aback at all by his request. He had hoped to utterly dismay him, but if that didn’t work, perhaps he could still ensnare the thief. “All right,” he said. “Perhaps even for one of my kisses, the price is too high. Try this. In my father’s chamber, outside his bedroom, he keeps a nightingale. It is a prized pet; he keeps it locked in a cage too large to fit through the door, and he covers the cage at night with a velvet mantle to keep it from singing. There is no way to move the nightingales cage, so you will need to remove it from the cage and, somehow, keep it quiet as you sneak past the many guards protecting the chamber and hallways to bring it to me. If you do not keep it quiet, the guards will hear you, and you will be imprisoned, perhaps even executed, on the spot. Bring this nightingale to me, thief, and then you shall have your kiss.”


  There, he thought, satisfied. That ought to shut the thief up, or at least get him captured. He waited for the stoat to hang his head, to beg for an easier target, but the thief only laughed again.


  “But my Prince,” he said, “I have already been to your fathers chambers, on other errands, and I have already liberated the nightingale. You see?” And with that, the stoat held up his paws. As if having materialized from his sleeves, suddenly the nightingale sat in his cupped fingers, head canted to one side, then the other, looking perplexed, as if it had just arrived there unexpectedly. It made not a sound.


  Athele felt his jaws drop open. It was impossible. It was sorcery; it had to be. Surely there was no way the thief could have anticipated his request, much less actually stolen away the nightingale without being caught.


  “And now,” said the stoat, “I will take my prize.” His hands reached forward and took Athele’s scaled head between them, pulling the Prince forward toward his waiting lips. Then they were pressed together, the stoats broad tongue sliding between the Princes teeth, moving as slow and sweet as honey. A surge of hunger built in Athele’s chest, like he was about to breathe fire, but different. Like fire was being breathed into him, filling his lungs, burning in his belly. He felt his own tongue slide clumsily across the thief’s, and he was ashamed. It would be obvious he did not know how to kiss. Once again, the thief had the upper hand, but for the moment, he didn’t care. He felt his hands sliding up to grip the stoat’s slender shoulders, and the thief neither tensed nor pulled away, but sunk against him, lips firm against Athele’s, belly pressed to belly, his hands firm and embracing to either side of the dragon’s jaws, and then, too soon, the stoat withdrew, looking down with an expression of both wonder and pity. “Oh, you poor prince,” he said. “It was your first kiss. Your very first.”


  Athele’s face burned with shame; he could not deny it. Distantly, he heard the rustle of the nightingale’s wings as it flew out the window.


  “I’m so pleased,” said the stoat. He smiled warmly. “Tomorrow night, though, I shall want more than a kiss from you.” He nodded toward the books in one corner of the room. “Think of what you want me to steal for you, and write it on the first page of a book, then drop it out the window in the morning before the sun’s light. I will return at night.” He moved toward the window.


  “Wait,” said the prince, and this time he didn’t need to feign the urgency in his voice. The stoat paused, looking toward him. “What’s your name?” he asked.


  “You can call me Nerian,” said the stoat, and then in a swift movement, he slipped out the window and was gone.


  For a while, the prince lay in the dark, staring at the roof of his bed. His lips tingled, the sweet nectar of the thief’s kiss lingering on his tongue. He was afraid to swallow, that it might vanish. How could the stoat — how could Nerian — have known to find the nightingale beforehand? How could he have kept it secret through the guarded halls? He closed his eyes, and again, he sunk into the kiss. He could smell the stoat’s musky trail still in the room. Not a good trait for a thief, to be so easily detectable. But now, he could almost imagine he was still in the room, waiting, bending down to touch his lips again. Athele felt the thickness in his loins as his arousal slid toward the opening in his scales, his heat poking up into the cool air. What was wrong with him? The intrusion was not to be tolerated. A criminal did not consort with a king-to-be. It was sedition, treason, blasphemy! No. He was strong. He was the dragon prince. He would push these feelings away. They were not truly his; he had never lusted for a thief before. No, he was sleepy, and easily beguiled. He would not be so the coming night. He would devise such an impossible goal for the thief that he would certainly be trapped, and Athele would no longer have to grapple with this perverse longing. He knew just what to ask for. The prince smiled to himself as he sunk back into his down pillows, and by the time his fingers curled around his aching shaft, he was sleeping soundly.


  


  The cocks woke him a bit before dawn, as was usual, crowing triumphantly at the dim glow of twilight behind the hills. He sat upright, briefly considering the idea that the previous nights events had been but a slumbering fancy. But no, even now, the faintest trace of the stoats scent was detectable on the morning air. There was something he was supposed to do - yes! Write Nerian’s target for tonight. He stood and scanned his bookshelves for a suitable book. Ah, Machiavelli. That would do nicely. The prince delicately took a quill between his talons, dipped it in the ink, and wrote on the inside cover, Bring me the heart of my mother. Let the little beggar sort that one out, if he was so cunning.


  He took the book to the window and looked out. The castle courtyard lay below, still silent, the stones empty, though distantly he could hear the staff beginning their day, the livestock complaining as they were roused, the clatter of dishes coming from the kitchen. The window was narrow enough that his wings were trapped inside. It was impossible to fold or unfold them enough for him to drop out, even if he were certain of his ability to fly, which he wasn’t. He held out the book and let it fall, the pages rustling in the air as it opened. He turned back toward the room and then paused. There was no thump, no sound of the book hitting the stones. Turning quickly, he leaned as far out the window as he could and peered down, but the courtyard was still empty, and there was no book lying on the stones below.


  He backed away from the window, feeling uneasy. Best to put it out of his mind, he thought. The thief would certainly be caught, no doubt trying to break into the royal crypt. Then he’d be executed, and Athele could put those distracting thoughts out of his head for good. He smirked to himself, sitting before his mirror to groom, imagining Nerian with his head on the chopping block, shame and humiliation on that scarred snout as he asked himself why he had ever tried to outsmart the prince, why he ever thought he could have had the upper hand with a dragon. Then… whack!


  The prince snorted in satisfaction, then paused, looking at his pale scutes in the mirror. Surely he could not have been that excited during the night? Certainly not about any thief. He grimaced and stepped back from the mirror, using his fire to burn away the brittle, yellowish stains spattered across his belly and chest.


  


  The day of tutelage seemed interminable, boring hours of astrological omens and alchemical formulae crawling by at an ant’s pace. Each tutor and chef and servant he asked for news, but, though some informed him of the mysterious disappearance of the king’s prized pet, no other events seemed to be of note. Even the nightingale’s absence was not of much concern. Apparently the cage door had been mistakenly left open; the bird was assumed to have flown out the window. Any new prisoners, inquired the prince, but no, apparently there were none, and it had been a rather quiet day for the castle. Athele felt he could hardly stand the suspense. The sun hung in the sky as if it had no place to go, and night dawdled on the other side of the earth, apparently content to stay there. As the hours progressed without any hubbub about attempted thefts or grave robberies, doubt began to pluck at the prince’s mind. What if the thief actually succeeded? What would he demand of the prince? More than a kiss, he had said. Whenever Athele’s thoughts wandered down this direction, he could feel his arousal pushing up from within him; he had to stifle his thoughts around his tutors and servants, to think instead of horrible, unappealing things, like the warty-old fox woman who cooked frankly wretched stews for dinners. Most of the time, that did the trick, but when the sun was fat and heavy in the hills, anxiety and excitement so crowded the princes thoughts he could no longer force them away. He tried reading; he tried distracting himself with a game of draughts; he tried exercise, but none helped for long.


  Finally he lay in bed, pulling the heavy eiderdowns over himself, trying to force himself to go to sleep. It didn’t work. The sky grew darker and darker, the crickets and frogs apparently competing for volume. The prince found himself growing increasingly anxious. Suppose Nerian was captured by now? Suppose he’d been discouraged by the cryptic goal, and wasn’t coming at all? What if Athele never found out what happened, never heard from Nerian again? But then again, suppose any of those things were true? Why should it bother him so? Wasn’t it precisely what he desired, what he had aimed for? No, he should be congratulating himself on his own triumph. Yes, that was the correct response. Well done, Athele, he told himself. You cunning and devious dragon! You know how to deal with thieves!


  He puffed up his chest, pleased with himself, but then considered how empty the night would be. Hour after hour passed—or perhaps it was less? —and for a moment he lulled into semi-consciousness, but then there was a low murmur at the side of his bed. “Prince Athele.” He started awake in shock, eyes wide. The stoat stood over his bed, an amused smile twisting his muzzle.


  “Asleep so easily?” the thief said. “Not the slightest concerned for my well-being, hmm? That I might have been captured, killed?”


  Athele could not decide if he were relieved or nervous to see the thief again. “I have more important things to worry about,” he managed to sneer.


  “Do you?” the thief said quizzically. “Well then, perhaps you are your father’s son after all!”


  “What do you mean by that?” Athele asked, making his voice hard and cold, sitting up in bed and flexing his talons. The covers slid down his chest partway as he moved back, and he thought he saw the thief’s gaze flicker briefly, almost imperceptibly, down and then back up again.


  “Naught, naught,” the stoat said soothingly. “Just that… I thought — I still think — you might be a different sort of person from your father.”


  The dragon didn’t know how to reply to that. “So since you are not, as you pointed out, captured or killed, I assume you forfeited our challenge. In that case, why are you here? To beg for another chance? An easier goal? ”


  The stoat smiled casually and unfastened his cloak, letting it drop to the floor behind him. Beneath he wore a simple, forest green shirt with buttons, which he began to undo one by one.


  A surge of excitement and resentment washed through Athele. “What are you doing?” he demanded. “You dare? You failed the challenge.”


  “Oh, but your highness,” the stoat purred. He managed to make the title sound diminutive, even condescending. “I didn’t fail.” He pulled open his shirt, revealing a lithe, toned chest. A golden chain was around his neck, and attached to it, nestled in the cream-colored fur between the muscles, lay a large, glittering ruby in the shape of a heart.


  The prince felt his jaw gape. “How… how… It is always…”


  “Always around the neck of your father,” Nerian said. He put a knee on the bed, leaning forward, the huge jewel swinging like a pendulum between them, beating out the tempo of Athele’s own heart, perhaps, or maybe just describing the distance between the stoat’s chest and his own. Nerian peered down at him. “Oh, but you’re so shocked!” he said. “You probably thought you were being so clever, didn’t you? You couldn’t have known how your father has boasted to his citizens that even though his beloved wife died long ago, he still carries the heart she gave to him as memory of her.”


  The prince stared up at the thief, inhaling the stoat’s breath, mingled with the sweet scent of his weasel’s musk filling the room once more. “But my father, when he finds it gone—”


  “Will never know the difference,” Nerian interrupted him. “I have a friend who makes replicas. He’s quite good at it, you know. When I lifted your mother’s heart, I replaced it with a false one.” Here he gave Athele a sly look that the dragon didn’t like at all. “Though some might claim she did that long ago. But unless your father lets it fall to the stones, he will never know the original has gone missing, I swear to you.” Delicate, clawed fingers lifted the chain from around his neck and over his head. “You should keep this,” he said. “After all, you did ask me to steal it for you.” He laid the ruby on the pillow next to Athele’s head. “And now, I believe I will take my prize.”


  The prince stiffened, pressing back into the pillow. “What is it you think you have won? I won’t allow you to violate me; I warn you now.”


  “Violate?” Nerian laughed, and immediately Athele felt ashamed, though he could see no reason to be. “My dear prince, if you mean what I think you mean, you are right. No mere ruby—however dear its sentimental value— could be worth such a treasure. It would take a much, much greater act of thievery for me to claim your innermost secrets. No, this time, another kiss is payment enough, though, I believe, a kiss of a slightly different flavor.”


  Athele nodded and leaned forward, opening his jaws slightly, but the thief leaned down, pressing his lips to the white scales under Athele’s snout and kissing firmly. His fur tickled the princes chest, and the dragon grunted. “That’s it?” he asked, feeling disappointed.


  Nerian chuckled musically, but the laughter was not derisive. “Oh no, dear prince. That is not it.” He reached forward with one hand and tugged back the eiderdown, climbing up onto the bed and putting one knee to each side of the prince’s legs. He kissed the prince’s chest again, lower, and then lower again, moving down toward the dragon’s belly, and the lower the tickling muzzle brushed, the more the prince felt the fires of excitement build within him. He wanted to leap forward, felt his hands reaching toward the smaller creature, but he forced himself to lie still, that he not be complicit in this act. After all, he thought, he had tried his best to dissuade the thief, but had given his word. He could not go back on that. This was not his fault.


  Nor, either, could he be blamed for the swelling pushing up from below his scales. It was—what was the phrase his tutors had used? Simply a dragon’s innate feral nature. He should not be expected to control it, even were such a thing possible. His body felt too tight and small to contain it, and as the soft fur of the stoat’s chin brushed down his belly, he felt the point of his erection slide into the coolness of the room, the fine weave of the eiderdown rough on his hidden flesh. He clenched his teeth, trying to stifle a groan, but Nerian’s ears perked, and he folded the blanket back to expose a rising pink spire.


  Athele’s temperature rose under his scales, though he could not tell whether from embarrassment or desire. The weight of the eiderdown pressed his shaft against his belly as it slid upward, and the stoat watched it with his head tilted to one side, whiskers twitching in bemusement. A liquid pearl formed at the tip, almost iridescent in the moonlight. There was a quick flick of pink tongue, and it was gone. Athele had felt no touch at all, but the sight of it made his hips shift of their own accord.


  Nerian looked up and winked at him. “You see? That is how I steal: so quick and sly that you never know anything has happened.”


  “Please,” the prince heard himself say, and he realized he did not know for what he pleaded. It could not have been for Nerian to go on. No, he would not move this forward on his own. Whatever he meant, though, the thief interpreted it as he wished to, for with that word he smiled in satisfaction, scarred muzzle wrinkling in a sly grin, and then his tongue slid into the air again and dragged slowly, smoothly up the prince’s erection. Athele was utterly unprepared. He heard himself groan loudly through his teeth as his back arched, his heels dug into the sheets. The cat, the waiter, whom he had cornered long ago, after a private dinner and a lot of wine—that cat had had a rough if eager tongue, but the stoat’s was slick and smooth as chocolate, warm and curling. He felt himself strain, felt another hot droplet appear at his tip, only to be flicked away once more, and this time he felt the touch, the lightest of kisses. Again and again the stoat’s tongue moved against his aching flesh, and just when he thought he might be getting used to the sensation, he felt himself suddenly engulfed, liquid heat pouring down his length. He opened his eyes again, not even remembering when he closed them, and saw the top of the stoat’s head below him, white-furred fingers curled lightly around his shaft, pulling it up and away from the belly as the thief moved down around him. All at once, his lust concentrated itself in his loins. He felt tight, full to bursting, desperate to release and at the same time ashamed it was so sudden; he had heard his father boast of satisfying partners for hours.


  Surely, though, few had experienced anything like this, the silky, enveloping heat, the ripple of tongue against his erection as it pushed deeper and deeper. Something constricted around it; it must have been the stoat swallowing; he must be buried in the thief’s throat. The thought was overwhelming. His lust rose within him and he felt his fingers clench in the bedsheets. A groan came from between his fangs, increasing in volume; it was all he could do to keep it from becoming a roar that would surely summon the guards. His hips bucked upward and he heard the thief splutter. Well good, that would show him what messing with dragons got you. The thought was barely out of his head before he felt his erection give a sudden surge in the thief’s throat and his climax burst. Ecstasy squeezed his eyes closed once more. His hips were moving on their own; he couldn’t stop them. Again and again he felt himself buck, felt his seed squeezed from him, but not once did Nerian lose his balance atop him, not once did he feel the scrape of teeth. And then, all too soon, it was over, and his shaft was pulsing in the cold night air, the thief smiling up at him, licking the corners of his mouth.


  “You’re eager, prince,” he said.


  It took a moment for Athele to process the words. He was lying back against his pillow, panting, his erection still straining as if keen to keep doing what it had liked so much before. Eager, Nerian had said. Quick. He felt his cheeks flush hot beneath the scales.


  “Sorry,” he said.


  Nerian shrugged. “You’re young. It’s all right. Flattering, really.” He brushed the soft fur of the backs of his fingers down Athele’s shaft, and the dragon gasped. “I don’t know,” he said. “I think you’d be ready for another in a minute or two.”


  Athele said nothing, not daring to grant permission, but unwilling to eliminate the possibility.


  Nerian leaned up. “But I’m full,” he said. “And anyway, I’d have to steal something else for another, wouldn’t I?”


  “That’s… that’s right,” Athele agreed.


  The stoat hopped off the bed, and Athele was gratified to notice the jutting bulge in the thief’s cloak. Nerian laced his fingers behind his back and began to stroll about the room as he had the previous night. “So,” he said. “How about that moon, hmm? Tomorrow night, it will be full.”


  Athele felt his jaw go slack. “You can’t… you can’t steal the moon,” he said disbelievingly. “That’s completely impossible.”


  “Can’t I?” Nerian turned to look at him, his grin wicked, predatory. “Would you care to put a little wager on that, Prince?”


  This had to be a trick, Athele knew it. The thief thought he was so sly, but Athele had read about rogues like him. He was relying on Athele being like just another idiotic, badly educated peasant, but the dragon was trained by the best tutors, his mind disciplined for keen rational analysis and critical thinking. He knew there was no such thing as this rubbish, no possible way anyone could ever steal the moon. And anyway, he couldn’t back down now. He’d look weak, scared. No, this whole situation was still salvageable. The thief thought he had the upper hand, but Athele would catch him this time. “What’s your wager?” he asked.


  He didn’t like the look on the thief’s face one bit: it was almost triumphant. “Oh, it’s simple. If I come back tomorrow night with the full moon, then I get to do whatever I wish with you for one night. If it is still up there in the sky, then you may do whatever you wish with me for as many nights as you like.”


  Athele still could not see the catch yet, and it was bothering him, but he knew he would find it eventually. “Very well,” he said, filling with his voice as much confidence as he could muster. “I shall look forward to your nightly visits into perpetuity. Though I somehow doubt I shall see you again after tonight.”


  Nerian shook his head. “So cynical. Such a lack of faith in others,” he said. “Never fear, young prince. I will not disappoint you. Good night, Athele.” With a flourish that the dragon though unnecessarily dramatic, he leapt to the window, and then tipped backward out of it, and was gone.


  Athele was proud of himself for not rushing to the window to see if the thief was all right. Silly, showy nonsense was all it was. And yet, somehow, it made his heart pound. But perhaps that was just afterglow, as they called it. He sunk back against his pillows once more, pulling the covers up over himself, although he was far from cool at the moment. The fabric rasped against his sensitive flesh, and he gritted his teeth. He often found it difficult to dismiss his erections, but usually a short stroking session would do the trick. Tonight, though, his blankets formed an obscene pyramid in front of him. He thought he might never get to sleep, and he was still pondering this frustrating possibility as he drifted into slumber.


  


  He was still asleep when his valets entered. As he groggily picked at his breakfast, he considered that for two nights he’d had greatly reduced sleep, and dragons needed more than your average working-class villager. Today was a Saturday; normally he dreaded the weekends. They were interminably long without the distraction of his tutors, and often he could hear the happy cries of people picnicking or sporting in the woods near the castle. Sometimes, in the distance, the faint wail of a hunting bugle rose from the hills, and it was at these times more than any other that the walls of his tower seemed to grow impossibly close. He would pace back and forth before the window or door, sick to his stomach with frustration, boredom, and even melancholy. Often he ordered great quantities of wine that he might sleep the hours away, that he might blur out the noise of the world he was never allowed to join. His valets knew to avoid him as much as possible; on the weekends he could be surly, even vicious. But today he was glad for the weekend, for he was too sleepy to pay attention to his tutors, and had he not been so drowsy, he was sure his mind would have been too distracted with thoughts of his nightly visitor to focus.


  What would Nerian bring? What trick would he employ to try to deceive Athele? Perhaps he would not be able to think of anything at all! Perhaps the stoat would appear in the princes room hanging his head, dragging his feet, presenting himself for whatever whims Athele might devise. It was a most satisfying thought, though, on reflection, Athele could not imagine how he might employ the thief to his own desires night after night, at least without becoming complicit once again in the perversions that had led to his imprisonment in this tower in the first place. But on the other hand, if he were to be shut up here forever, then he might as well do that for which he was suffering, mightn’t he? He could hardly be faulted for indulging in his baser nature with the captured thief, if the whole reason he had been shut away was that he couldn’t be trusted! And it would be sweet indeed to have that soft, delicately fanged mouth engulfing his flesh every night. Perhaps, once or twice, he might even slide it up under that little tail and…


  Athele forced himself to push away the thoughts. He could feel the scales below his belly parting, and it would not do to have a valet enter and find him with his erection tenting his shirt like some sort of obscene puppet. But as soon as his mind began to wander, the thoughts returned of their own volition, and he was holding the stoats slender, naked body against his own, gently rubbing his tip through the thief’s soft bellyfur as they lay cradled together in the moonlight… which would be bright and clear, since there was no way the thief could ever steal the moon. And he would slowly slide Nerian down his chest toward his waiting tip…


  His erection was pushing up under his shirt properly now. This wouldn’t do. He was too tired and unfocused, and the night was too far away. Uncomfortably, he recalled how long the previous day had been, how interminable it had seemed. Today would be even longer. He pondered for a moment or two, and then pulled the bellrope for the kitchen. He would have a bottle of wine. Perhaps two.


  


  When he awoke, the room was pitch dark. He blinked a few times, barely able to make out details. His head was thick with sleep. He looked toward the window, but could see very little; only the dark shapes of drapes covering it. So.


  “Nerian?” he said?


  “Ah, you are awake, my prince,” came the thief’s voice from the corner. A dark figure made its way over to the bed.


  Athele scooted backward in the bed, sitting upright. “Am I to understand you have succeeded in stealing the moon for me?” He tried to keep the note of smugness from his voice.


  “Did I not swear I would, my prince?” There was a rustle of cloth, and then the room was flooded with light, pale and cold and brilliant. He squinted his eyes, feeling the slits narrow to threads. Now he could see Nerian standing at the foot of his bed. In his white-furred hands he held an incandescent globe, about a foot in diameter. It was a cool white, unblemished, perfectly spherical. It lit the stoat’s face strangely from beneath, and the rays illuminated his entire room, making it seem eerie and alien. For a moment, Athele felt a twinge of supernatural fear grip at his chest; for a moment, he saw the moon in the stoat’s paws, and knew that the sky was utterly empty and barren, that the sensible world he knew had gone wrong. He forced his mind back to rationality. It was all a trick. A very good trick, but a trick, nonetheless, and the light from that trick showed him that heavy drapes were, indeed, drawn across his window so that he could not see the true full moon up in the sky.


  “It is beautiful,” he breathed truthfully. “A wondrous feat indeed, thief. But tell me, why is it unmarked so? I have seen the full moon many times, and it has markings. There is even a face in it. This bauble you hold has no such markings.”


  “My prince,” Nerian replied smoothly, “surely you did not expect me to bring you a dirty moon. I have had it cleaned and polished first.” He held it toward Athele, and the shadows in the room shifted oddly.


  The dragon took it gingerly in his talons and gazed at it with wonder. It was smooth and solid, almost like glass, and surprisingly heavy. “That is… that is very thoughtful of you,” he managed. “But why is it so small? Surely the moon is far, far larger than this?”


  Nerian shook his head. “Forgive me, your highness, but the moon behaves differently than other objects. You could not be expected to know, as you are not permitted to leave this tower, but many things, as you approach them, go from small to large. The moon does not do this. You could climb to the top of the highest mountain, and the moon would appear no larger. You could run as far from the moon as your legs would carry you, and it would grow no smaller. So, even when I came close enough to the moon to steal it—and I waited until very late last night, when it was quite low in the sky—it remained the size you see it now.”


  Athele struggled to find a way around the logic of the stoat’s answer, but he could see no problem with it. Still, this was not the moon. It could not be, and there was one way he could prove it. He set the globe carefully down on the blankets, and slid to the edge of the bed. “One more question, thief, and then, if satisfied with your answer, I will concede you have won the wager.” He stood and strolled toward the window. “If what you have stolen for me is indeed the moon, then, pray tell, what is that?” And with that last word, he dramatically flung apart the drapes that had been drawn over the window.


  “What is what, my prince?” the thief asked innocently.


  Athele gaped. There was no moon in the sky at all. Stars glittered, certainly, millions of them, but the moon was completely gone. He looked back toward his room at the brilliant, glowing globe nestled in his bed covers, filling the room with its pale fire, then back at the glittering sky. He desperately scanned the dark skies for even a hint of the moon’s presence, but it was not there, not hanging before him as it should be, nor far to the east or west.. There was no other conclusion that he could draw. The moon was in his bedroom. Nerian had stolen it for him. He felt the rough velvet of the drapes slide through the scales of his fingers as his arms dropped to his sides. “You stole the moon,” he heard himself murmur.


  “For you, my prince,” Nerian said sweetly. “And now it is time for you to give your gift to me.”


  Dazed, Athele nodded. His mind was numb. He stared at the impossible sphere illuminating the room in its eerie glow, making the shadows strange and angular as he walked back to the bed. Nerian was unfastening his cloak, the dark fabric spilling to the floor around his ankles. “Come on, prince, up on the bed,” he said.


  Athele nodded again, climbing onto the soft coverlet, lying back. “What are you going to do?” he asked. Perhaps he would be lucky. Perhaps the stoat would use his mouth again. Or maybe, just maybe, he would want to see what a dragon felt like buried inside him. But no, that was hope against hope. No thief who could steal the moon itself would ever allow himself to be dominated in such away. All the princes illusions of control and mastery of the situation were swept from him, any lingering traces banished by Nerian’s confident, triumphant smile. The stoat did not answer, but unbuttoned his shirt and dropped it to the floor, revealing a lithe but wiry frame. He was surprisingly lean, and his furred chest was raked with scars, old and new. He unfastened his trousers and let them fall around his ankles, baring to the unearthly light his furred sleeve from which was rising, already, a slender shaft. He nodded to Athele meaningfully.


  So. The thief meant to take him after all. Athele’s heart was pounding. He scooted backward, pressing his wings up against the headboard of the bed, shaking his head. “Please,” he heard himself say. Instantly he detested himself for it, for betraying his sense of honor, the sanctity of the word of a dragon, to say nothing of that of royalty.


  “Now, Athele,” the stoat said, still smiling, “you promised. You need to come down here, closer to me, and lie back. You can trust me. I will not hurt you.”


  Athele eyed the stoat uncertainly. The thief’s erection was full now, jutting up before his belly, darkly colored in the moonlight. It was a slim shaft, true, but very long, poking up past the stoat’s navel. But the prince had no choice. Slowly, the grip of dread squeezing at his stomach, he crawled back down the bed toward Nerian and lay back again. He could feel his chest rising in short, anxious breaths.


  Nerian crawled forward onto the bed, still wearing his shoes. “Relax, Athele,” he purred, and his fingers curled around the dragon’s ankles, lifting them, raising Athele’s knees toward his chest. One hand released; Athele felt soft fingers brush smoothly below his tail across the scuted curves of his rump, where none since he was very young had ever dared to touch him. He suppressed, barely, what would have been a most unprincely whimper of fear. The fingers brushed again, slowly. “Relax,” Nerian said again, and then he lifted Athele’s ankles higher again, his smiling face appearing between them.


  “Look at the moon,” the stoat suggested, and Athele turned his head to stare at the sphere next to him, its light entrancing, seeming to swirl and swim deep inside it as if it had currents. There was a pressure under his tail. He tried to ignore it, take his mind away, let it drift on the strange undulations of moonlight next to him, and then he felt himself give, accept Nerian’s push, and there was deeper friction and movement, the warm rod of the stoat sliding within him. He heard himself give a low groan, and felt, to his astonishment, his own erection unexpectedly arising, pulsing within him, pushing up toward the part in his scales. He could not understand this development; the stoat must be… somehow bumping up against it inside him, forcing it out. There was an intensely pleasant pressure from within that only increased as Nerian pushed. His eyes widened, and he turned his gaze away from the moon back to the stoat, giving a startled gasp.


  “There, you see?” said the stoat, not smiling anymore, but gazing down at Athele’s face. He leaned forward, that pressure pushing farther within Athele, whose erection continued inexplicably to rise, to begin to ache, even without contact, and when the soft fur of Nerian’s muzzle brushed against it, it strained, sending clear droplets spattering across Athele’s chest, and he groaned again, louder, teeth clenched at first, then his snout opening with the groan.


  Nerian moved with easy, practiced rhythm within him, making the pressure and pleasure roll in steady waves, punctuating the crests of those waves with silky, hot licks of his tongue up the dragon’s shaft, and at each lick, Athele could feel himself squeezing instinctively around the invading rod, his fingers digging into the bed sheets. He wondered, somewhere in the back of his mind, if the noise would not summon the guards or valets; he desperately hoped it would not. Nerian growled above him, his hips giving shorter thrusts, something soft bumping against Athele’s rump and tail as he did so, and then the stoat curled down, engulfing Athele’s cock between his jaws. The dragon heard himself cry out, felt himself squeeze hard around Nerian as he streamed into the stoat’s hungry jaws. Nerian bucked, almost convulsing, atop him, hot strands of dragon seed drooling around his teeth to puddle on Athele’s belly, his breath snorting from his nostrils, his grip around Athele’s legs tight, sharp claws digging at the scales.


  Athele tried to arch his back in climax, but it was impossible in this position. His wings spread beneath him, and he felt one bump against the smooth, polished surface of the moon, pushing it toward the edge of the bed. There was a crash, a wet sound, and the light went out.


  He opened his eyes, the sound of his panting breath mingling with that of the stoats, who began licking his shaft and belly clean. The movement inside him had stopped. “What was that?” he asked.


  Nerian slid backward, pulling out of Athele, leaving a strange ache and a raw feeling. The stoat looked over the edge of the bed, the movement of his naked body against Athele’s delicious and sensual. Athele wanted to put his arms around him, squeeze the mate to his chest. “Oh,” he said. “You’ve broken the moon.”


  What? Athele leaned up and looked over. On the floor were the broken, curved shards of a glass sphere. One large piece cupped what looked like water, and a rock a bit smaller than the dragon’s fist. The water in which it sat glowed brilliantly. He stared in bewilderment. He could not understand what he was seeing. “What?” he said out loud.


  “No matter,” Nerian said briskly, and brushed at Athele’s chest with one hand. “It would have gone out in a couple of days anyway.”


  “What?” Athele repeated. Numb confusion whirled in his head. “The moon, it’s… it’s…”


  “It’s a trick,” said Nerian. “Of course. Nobody can steal the moon, you silly prince.”


  The dragon’s stomach sank. “You tricked me? But how? The sky, it… it’s empty!”


  The thief shook his head. “No,” he said. “It’s not. It’s just that the moon’s on the other side of this tower.” He sat up in bed, watching Athele with an expression the prince could not read.


  “That’s impossible!” Athele protested. “My tower always faces the full moon.”


  “True, true,” the stoat replied, nodding. “But, my dear little naïve prince, you are not in your tower.”


  Athele stared at him. He wasn’t making any sense.


  “Don’t you see?” Nerian said, getting up. He began to pull on his trousers once more. “It wasn’t the moon I stole. It’s you. This room? It’s a copy of your own. My associates and I built it over the past three days, bit by bit. It’s not a very good copy, I’m afraid, but fortunately, the lights are out.”


  The prince felt his jaw hang upon. The room seemed to whirl. The thief pulled on his shirt. “And yesterday I drugged your wine to make sure you slept while I spirited you away. Tonight you awoke in a room facing not south as you are accustomed to, but north, away from the full moon. ”


  “Why… why would you kidnap me? Do you want to hold me for ransom?”


  Nerian chuckled. “Prince, I’m not sure your father would pay to get you back.” He gave Athele a lewd wink. “Not after what you’ve done. No, you’re just an irritating little problem he no longer has to deal with. No, I’m not going to ransom you. I just hate to see beautiful things put in cages, whether they be nightingales or naive young dragons. And anyway, it was worth it for the challenge you gave me alone. You are a very sweet and pleasant prize, prince.”


  “Prize?” Athele struggled to contain his sudden fury and betrayal, welling up within him like an imminent gout of flame. “No! You promised to bring me the moon! You tricked me! You… you cheated!”


  Nerian laughed, pulling his cloak up over his shoulders and fastening it once more. “Cheated? Of course I did, Athele. I’m a thief. I don’t buy love.” His eyes narrowed wickedly. “I steal it.”


  Athele seethed with rage, his fire surging within him to flicker in between his teeth and dance the shadows of them across the walls. “I’ll tell him!” he snarled. “I’ll tell my father just what you’ve done, that you stole his nightingale, the jeweled heart. I’ll tell him you drugged me! You admitted it yourself! He’ll have your head. He’ll believe me, take me back home. I know he will.”


  The stoat shook his head, and for the first time, Athele saw in his eyes a look of sympathy, of deep pity. The look broke through all his fury like an icy lance. He was the prince of a kingdom, surrounded by wealth and power, privileged in every way. And yet somehow he was worthy of pity. Somehow it meant nothing.


  “Oh, Prince Athele,” Nerian said. “Your father would kill me a hundred times over if he could. Already he has murdered many of my friends who dare to fight him. He wants us all caught up in cages like you, his very kingdom but a pretty thing to hoard away. You call me a thief? You might ask what he has stolen from you. But you may go back to him if you wish.”


  He turned to go, then paused, and looked over his shoulder. “It is true what you say, that I cheated, that I tricked you. But I have given you more than the moon. I have given you the whole world.”


  And without waiting for protest, for cries of anger, for further questions from Athele, he left, not through the window, but through the bedroom door, opening it to reveal a rustic and unfamiliar tower stair, torches glowing in sconces on the walls.


  He left the door wide open.
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  Thou Shalt Not Bear False Witness


  After two beers, Pavel was finding Stefan’s scent hard to ignore. By his third, the wolf’s scent was almost driving him crazy.


  This wasn’t a new thing with Pavel, though; the husky had been dealing with it for months, and normally he was able to put it out of mind, at least after a few minutes of trying. He wondered how the other guys were able to keep from drooling around a wolf who had, seemingly without effort, mastered being personable, intelligent, and fucking hot all at the same time. Not all of them could have such perfect self-control.


  Perhaps that should be a mystery left for another time, Pavel thought, before considering the wisdom of moving on to a fourth beer. Sneaking a sidelong, longing glance at Stefan while the wolf was distracted with a text message, he weighed the pros and cons, and whether allowing himself to remain secretly smitten for just a little while longer would do anyone any harm.


  “Come on, husky. It’s twenty to you.”


  It was Jan’s voice that snapped Pavel out of his reverie. “Oh, right,” the husky murmured as he checked his cards again. Twenty? Who had made the opening bet this round? He was pretty sure it had been him, but looking at his cards now, he wondered what he could have possibly been thinking.


  Definitely no fourth beer, he decided. “Fold,” he growled, laying his cards down.


  “Much obliged,” Jan replied. The look on the skunk’s face as he raked in his chips with both paws made Pavel wish that he’d tried to raise him. Katerina would have shook her head in disappointment at him for having been such a wimp.


  Nicolai, sitting to Jan’s right, gathered up the cards and began shuffling them. The dusty-furred rabbit could do things with his paws that made turns at a card table go much faster and which made romps in the bedroom pass quite pleasantly indeed, but Pavel spared no thoughts on that as he watched the shuffle; instead, the stirring didn’t begin until Nicolai slid the shuffled deck over to Stefan, who began the next deal. The husky watched those big paws as thick gray fingers flicked cards across the felt table with flawless ease—it was those paws that he imagined roving over his body, caressing his chest and sides and hips as they laid him down on his back, tenderly sliding over soft fur and—


  “Here you go, husky.” Pavel’s ears perked and his head shot up at the voice right behind him. Before he could turn around, two skinny arms reached around either side of his head, one of them pulling away his empty bottle and the other depositing Beer Number Four immediately thereafter. Erik’s body then slid into view, followed by his long, black-and-white tail as he circled the table and took his seat next to Stefan.


  “Thanks,” Pavel replied, happy that the three beers hadn’t prevented his voice from staying civil. He watched the short ringtail crack open his own beer by twisting the cap off with his shirt before checking his cards. A serious look then crossed the ringtail’s face as he went very quiet, taking a few sips from his bottle.


  After a long deliberation, Erik threw out a bet, prompting both Nicolai and Jan to fold instantly. Only then did Pavel look at his cards: decent, but not great. The husky stared across the table at the ringtail, whose face was a mask, just like it always was, both at the card table and away.


  The only way that Pavel was going to win this one was if the ringtail was making one of his once-in-a-blue-moon bluffs. The husky pretended to consider his cards a while longer before laying them down, instead focusing on enjoying that fourth beer that Erik had so thoughtfully gotten for him.


  Stefan waffled for a short while, too, but he also folded to Erik, who just smiled, scooped up the small pot, and tossed his cards back in with the deck. “You guys need to grow some balls,” the ringtail said with a chuckle as he gathered up the cards again for his own deal.


  


  The real kicker, Pavel reflected several hours later, after having driven Jan home (and after sucking the skunk off before heading back to his own place), was that Erik was too nice a guy to dislike. He was a good friend, he was fun to be around, and he seemed to genuinely like Pavel more than their other mutual friends. How was the husky supposed to hate him?


  Why did Stefan have to be dating such a nice guy? Why couldn’t he be dating some no-good deadbeat, like the kind that Nicolai always ended up with? If the wolf had been dating some sleaze or some freeloader or some antisocial prick, then Pavel and his pals could hold some kind of intervention, convince him to dump his sorry excuse for a boyfriend and find someone better, someone who deserved him, someone like—


  But no, Stefan had to be dating Erik, the Legitimately Nice Guy. They were a cute couple without being obnoxious; they got along well without their personal time taking them away from their social circles; they didn’t bother their friends with bullshit personal drama. In short, it wasn’t likely that they were going to break up anytime soon.


  That meant that Stefan wasn’t going to be coming to Pavel anytime soon, confessing his long-withheld lustful desires for the wide-eyed, adoring husky that wanted him so. He wasn’t going to push Pavel up against the bedroom wall, forcing his muzzle into a deep, locking kiss with the husky’s as he pressed his full, heavy sheath up against the smaller canines lower belly, growling his wordless desire as Pavel, in turn, just begged silently with his eyes for the wolf to take him, to have his way with him.


  The husky smacked himself in the face. His cheek was still partially numb from alcohol. This wasn’t helping. This wasn’t fucking helping. This was going to turn into a goddamn obsession if he didn’t watch it, whether he had four beers to blame or not.


  Of course, the daydreaming had already left Pavel with a full sheath and a tense, knotted up ball of need in his chest. He looked at the clock. It was getting near to one o’clock, and it was probably prudent to just get the hell to sleep. Still, Katerina, his roommate, was working graveyard shift at the local radio station and wouldn’t be back for hours (assuming she’d even care what he did in the privacy of his own room while she was home, which he doubted).


  Thinking about whether he could get away with jerking off just made Pavel all the more eager to actually do it. The husky sighed, kicked his bedroom door shut, and undid his pants before flopping down atop his bed, on his back. Already, his tip had begun to slide free of its fuzzy holster, the inch or so of glistening pink beckoning him, begging to be touched.


  Pavel sighed again, but this time, it was a far more pleasant sound, brought on by his warm fingers closing down around his sheath, squeezing the stiffening flesh within, kneading with the familiarity that one only finds in oneself. It was easy to pretend, however, that the paw belonged to someone else, and so Pavel did exactly that.


  “Oh, you naughty, naughty husky, " Stefan growled within Pavel’s mind, “you know we shouldn’t be doing this." But despite the teasing, the wolf’s imaginary paw kept following the motions of the husky’s actual paw, groping and fondling and helping to ease that tight sheath back to let out the slick, sensitive shaft within.


  The husky’s curly tail smacked the mattress as he felt the cool night air on his dick—a silver lining to having such a shittily-ventilated apartment. “Oh, my, someone’s a bigger boy than I thought!“ Stefan said with a chuckle. Yes, that was it: might as well get his dream-wolf to stroke his ego before stroking his cock.


  Soft giggles at that mental image soon faded into moans, though, as the husky worked his paw back and forth, the scent of his own arousal easily transformed by his imagination into the scent of a horny wolf. “Oh, go easy on me,” Pavel murmured under his breath as he squeezed at his growing knot, grinding up against his own paw. “I… I don’t wanna… ”


  The sound of a heavy knock on his door made the husky bolt upright, but before he could react further, that door flew open, and in strode a short bat.


  “Hey, Pavel!” she called out, the words escaping her muzzle before her eyes took in the scene before her. “Ah, bozhe moi, Pavel, put your dick away. Seriously.” Instead of averting her eyes (or, you know, getting the fuck out of his room), she just rolled them, and stayed right where she was.


  “Katerina!” the husky yelped, trying to yank his pants up, only to have them catch and get tangled about his knees. “Don’t you know how to fucking knock?” Finally, he thought to grab a pillow, yanking that into his lap to cover himself.


  “I did knock, haski,” Katerina replied. “You are just bad at answering.”


  Pavel knew that his roommate could still smell him even if she couldn’t see him, and that still made him sufficiently self-conscious. “Right, then,” he sighed. “What do you want? And why aren’t you at work?”


  “Radio station had a critical hardware error,” the bat said. Her pronunciation was carefully measured on those last three words. “We cannot broadcast our show tonight, so now I am back here.”


  “Back here in my bedroom?”


  Katerina sighed. Sometimes it was hard to tell whether her disgust with him was real or feigned. “I am here in your bedroom because I am trying to be polite,” she said. Her eyes flicked very briefly to the pillow covering the husky’s lap. “Since I will still need to be awake late for tomorrow, I cannot go to sleep yet, and so I will maybe be watching television in the other room.” She motioned with one of her wings toward the living room. “I wanted to see that I would not… disturb you.” A faint hint of a smirk finally formed on her muzzle.


  Pavel closed his eyes and exhaled. “No, that’s fine,” he said, hanging his head. “I’ll be fine. Thanks for… thanks for checking.”


  Thinking that she’d just accept that answer and leave, Pavel felt his ears burn when he opened his eyes and saw Katerina standing there, sniffing at the air for a few seconds. “You smell of skunk, Pavel,” she noted. “What is the matter, hm? Did your cute gay-boy friend not stay around to finish you off?” She actually looked concerned as she again eyed the husky’s pillow.


  “Katerina,” the husky sighed. “That’s… look, I’m just going to get to sleep, okay?”


  The bat let out a brief, single-note chuckle. “Though perhaps not right away,” she said, winking before she turned around, walked back into the hallway, and closed the door behind her.


  Pavel tossed his pillow back into place. His erection had subsided and retreated back into its sheath in the wake of the interruption, and at this point, the husky didn’t feel up to getting himself worked up all over again. His roommates impropriety aside, she had at least succeeded in getting Stefan out of his mind.


  


  “So, did Nic tell you about the party at his place this weekend?” Stefan asked.


  Pavel gazed up at the wolf atop the tall ladder. The ladder wobbled side to side, and so the husky used his paws to help steady it. The fact that doing so gave the husky a perfect view up at the wolf’s rump and tail was, at least in this case, a pure coincidence. “Party?” he repeated. “No, I didn’t.”


  “Well, you’re invited,” Stefan replied as he popped the light fixture free of the ceiling. His tail wagged swiftly to help correct his balance, his overextended frame soon straightening back out on that top step. “Saturday night. Hey, hand me the wire strippers?”


  The prospect of a party made Pavel’s own tail wag, as well. It would be a good chance to unwind and have fun with people who weren’t necessarily Stefan and Erik. The husky rummaged through his carefully-arranged tools and found the wire strippers for Stefan, then lifted up onto tiptoe to hand them up to the wolf. “You gonna be there?” he asked.


  “After this week?” Stefan replied with a chuckle. “You bet your little ass I am.” The wolf’s choice of phrasing made the husky bite his lip as he felt the onset of a blush. “I mean, shit, if there’s an upside to losing almost thirty bucks to Nic last night, it at least means that he can afford more booze.”


  Pavel was nearing the end of the second year of his apprenticeship under journeyman electrician Stefan Weiss. They’d been friends for almost that entire time, too, having it hit it off even before they realized they had a mutual appreciation for dick. The two of them just “clicked,” right from the beginning. Their social circles lined up well, their friends got along with each other—


  And about two months after they’d become friends, Stefan had started dating Erik, the cute little ringtail they’d met at the karaoke bar near a stretch of lovely eateries downtown. Another half a year passed before Pavel really felt the impact of his missed opportunity in snagging Stefan for himself when he’d had the chance. Still, he’d told himself that the wolf was too good a friend, and that dating a coworker and superior would be a recipe for badness.


  For the longest time, too, the husky had been okay with believing that. As the relationship between Stefan and Erik grew, however (as they fell into that casual comfort with one another, after they moved in together), there were more and more tangible reminders, subtle ones and not-so-subtle ones, of what Pavel was missing. Even then, it was still bearable, if just occasionally depressing.


  Lately, though—especially times like now, when the two of them were alone and Pavel had a great view of the wolf’s butt—it was getting worse. Harder to ignore. Harder to keep out of mind.


  “Erik coming too?” the husky asked as Stefan went to work on the exposed light fixture.


  Without looking back down, the wolf chuckled. “I’d like to see you try to keep him away from a party,” he said. He grunted softly as he tugged at some stubborn wires. “Speaking of which, you’d better watch out. He was telling me that he found some new drink recipe that he wanted to try out on you.”


  “On me in particular?” Pavel asked with a chuckle.


  “Something about you being the perfect test subject,” Stefan said. He stuffed the wire strippers into his belt and then began to work with his bare paws. “Must need a faggy little husky for whatever experiment he’s planning.”


  Pavel’s smile widened. “I’ll try not to disappoint,” he said. “If my expert muzzle is needed, then I’m all too happy to provide it.” It didn’t even dawn on the husky until after the words had left his mouth that he’d made such a ridiculously blatant double entendre without intending it, but upon thinking about it some more, he decided that he’d have done so on purpose if he had thought it up in advance.


  “I think he was counting on that.” The wolf turned to look down at Pavel, then, his reply marked with a naughty smirk of his own. His tail kept wagging, and not for balance this time. “Just watch out and make sure he doesn’t loosen your tongue too much, yeah?”


  “Would that be so bad?” Pavel asked. He started to circle the ladder, looking around the room and all the exits, making sure that they were as alone as he thought they were.


  Stefan stretched back up again, reaching for the ceiling fixture. “Might get a few guys in trouble,” he pointed out. “And we don’t want our favorite husky in trouble, do we?”


  “What sort of trouble are we talking?”


  “Depends on how loose your tongue gets.” Stefan chuckled, then grunted again as he worked on fitting the light fixture back into place. “All right, almost done here,” he muttered. “Fuckin’ finally. I tell you, whoever wired this house up originally deserves to be shot. ”


  The abrupt shift from flirtatiousness to frustration made Pavel’s tail go still. “Hey, at least we get to unwind this weekend, right?” he offered. “Loosened tongues or not.”


  “Yeah,” Stefan replied, but the word was just a noncommittal huff as he climbed down the ladder and then folded it up. “Come on, let’s just clean up and get out of here.”


  Being rebuffed like that took all the wind out of the husky’s sails. “Yeah,” he murmured, hunching back down to start gathering up his equipment as he let Stefan head off with the ladder. Suddenly, the afternoons drive back with the wolf seemed like a much less exciting prospect.


  What had happened just now? For a few wonderful, fleeting moments, Stefan had been teasing him like Pavel had so frequently wanted and hoped he would. Was that all it had been, then: just a filter of wishful thinking over what had been otherwise innocent, friendly banter?


  Pavel was dubious. Even in context, it was hard to take some of what Stefan had said as “innocent.” But if the wolf had been flirting with him, however briefly, why cut things off so suddenly? It wasn’t as if anyone was around. (It wasn’t as if Erik was around. ) So why? Why taunt his poor husky friend like that?


  “Hey, Stefan?” he called out to the wolf, who was now out of the room. “You want me to drive the truck back so you can just, like, take a nap or something?”


  Trudging back inside, having divested himself of the ladder, Stefan leaned against the door frame. “You mean it?” he asked, another smile finally appearing on his face. “Thanks, husky. I’d really appreciate that.”


  I suppose that might be all I can hope for, Pavel thought to himself, but his smile for Stefan was a genuine one nevertheless.


  


  Erik’s experiment, it turned out, was quite the delicious one. Pavel wasn’t sure what went into it, but the resulting concoction was a shade of hot pink unlike anything the husky had ever drunk before, but it tasted—as Jan had later remarked, and Pavel agreed—like “pure, concentrated gay,” just with an overly fruity kick and a pleasant alcohol burn for its aftertaste.


  In addition to tasting exactly like the kind of drink that someone would mix up for a faggy little husky, it was certainly tongue-loosening. Two drinks in, Pavel was already feeling pleasantly lightheaded, and the conversation was flowing, not just for him, but all around.


  The crowd gathered at Nicolai’s place was, predictably enough, mostly gay, though Pavel thought he caught sight of Katerina a few times in the earlier part of the night. She hadn’t bothered to approach him, not even to say hi, but soon enough, he was close to finishing his third drink (not one of Erik’s experiments), and he couldn’t be bothered to care much.


  Then, as if she’d just appeared out of thin air, she was standing next to him as he sat on the steps that led upstairs. He let out a bark of surprise, but she just flashed him a narrow, remorseless grin.


  “What is the matter, haski?” the bat asked. “You do not look as though you are having a good time.”


  “What’re you talking about?” Pavel replied. He wasn’t slurring his speech yet; he took careful note of that. “I’m enjoying myself just fine.”


  Katerina regarded the husky’s nearly-empty drink, then looked him in the eye. “You appear to be enjoying yourself, yes, I see,” she said. “But that is not the same as having a good time.”


  Pavel sighed. “I’m having fun,” he said. “What makes you think I’m not?”


  The bat poked him on the top of the snout, making him look inward reflexively. “You have a look in your eyes,” she told him. “This is not the face of a happy haski. Plus, your tail does not wag.”


  Not wanting to engage his roommate on how she was suddenly an expert on canine body language, Pavel just shook his head. “I’m just thinking, that’s all,” he said.


  Katerina made a clicking sound with her mouth. “Do not think too hard while drinking, Pavel,” she said, and only then did the husky realize that she didn’t have a drink of her own. “Enjoy yourself so that you do not have to think, like your friends do.” She motioned to the greater living room with a wing.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “I mean,” Katerina said, leaning in closer to Pavel so that she was speaking only for him to hear, “that you have many cute gay-boy friends, here, and that thinking can wait until morning.”


  The gears inside Pavel’s head started to turn as he thought of some kind of retort to that, admittedly gobsmacked that his roommate had just told him to go for some drunken hook-up. It took him too long to find words that were suitably clever, and by the time he did, Katerina had long disappeared from sight.


  Besides, that wasn’t why he was here, anyway.


  “Ah, but isn’t it, haski?” he could hear Katerina’s voice say. “Remember, do not think so hard.”


  Now Pavel was willing to concede that he was beginning to get drunk. In an effort to distance his drunken self from Stefan as much as possible, Pavel took to hanging out with the gang of folks out on the outside patio, instead. The night was chilly, but not so cold as to require overly heavy clothing atop fur, and the alcohol helped to warm things up further.


  Helping to warm things up even more was the slender raccoon who was soon sitting sideways in Pavel's lap. The husky couldn’t put a name to the face, but he knew they’d met before at one of Nicolai’s other parties, or maybe it was at Jan’s place. At any rate, the raccoon wasn’t shy about cuddling up nice and close, and Pavel wasn’t shy about letting his paws appreciate the curve of those hips or the firmness of that rump.


  “So, like, what’s the deal with Erik?” the raccoon asked, after a particularly long nuzzle that surprised Pavel by not ending in a deep, passionate kiss.


  “What about him?” Pavel asked. The music filtering out from inside meant that he couldn’t quite whisper and still be heard, but the husky still wanted to keep his voice down enough so that he wouldn’t be overheard.


  The raccoon giggled, and that sound definitely carried, earning an appreciative look from some of the other guys on the patio. “Other than the fact that he’s fucking cute and that I think he wants it?” he said to Pavel. “He was totally giving me that ‘I want to suck your dick’ look.”


  At that, Pavel let out a laugh that turned even more heads. It wasn’t so much the notion that Erik might make eyes at someone; it was more the notion that Erik would make eyes at someone like this here raccoon. The ringtail was one of those twinky, small-bodied little boytoys himself. A fellow twink like the ’coon wasn’t his type. No, a twink like Erik was into larger guys, guys like Stefan, whom he had the luxury of blowing whenever he felt like it.


  Even during the most frenzied of parties, full of liquor and cute guys exchanging everything from suggestive looks to phone numbers to saliva, Pavel hadn’t known Erik to actually flirt with anyone else, twink or stud alike. Not since he’d fallen in with Stefan, at any rate. Sure, he might tease a close friend, like he had with Pavel himself on occasion, but he’d never actually cross that line, and he’d certainly not actually try to sneak off with some near-stranger at a busy party.


  At least, Pavel was pretty sure he wouldn’t.


  “Hey, seriously,” the raccoon asked, poking the husky in the ribs. “What’s his deal?”


  “How do you mean?”


  The raccoon rolled his eyes playfully. “I mean, like, what’s going on with him? Is he single? Or is he at least free to make good on his promises?”


  Pavel jostled the raccoon in his lap. “And what do you need him for when I’m right here?” he asked, fingers curling in against the inside of one of the slender raccoon’s thighs. “You already know I’m good for it. ”


  A quick flash of the faint outdoor light reflected in the raccoons coy brown eyes. “Oh, husky, sweetie,” he muttered, finally turning in to meet Pavel face to face, mashing muzzles with the canine, locking in a tight, lustful kiss, one that was all raw passion and no tender affection. When that kiss broke, the husky felt a trail of drool down his own chin. “I know you want this,” the raccoon continued, nose brushing Pavel’s, “but you’re drunk, and I know how you puppies get when you’re drunk.”


  “I’m not that drunk,” Pavel insisted.


  “Too drunk to be of much use to me, sweetie,” the raccoon replied, rubbing a paw down between Pavel’s thighs. The husky grunted; he was feeling randy and certainly found the raccoon attractive enough, but he wasn’t hard at all. “I got your number, though. We can make a date of it some other time. Tell me about Erik, c’mon.”


  Pavel tried to kiss the raccoon again, but was deflected by a gentle paw. “What about Erik?” the husky asked, then. Yeah, see? He still wasn’t even slurring his words much. He wasn’t that drunk.


  “I told you already. Gimme the scoop.”


  Pavel looked in through the large, sliding glass doors that led back inside. There was no sign of either Erik or Stefan, no sign of Nicolai—- just some guys Pavel knew only tangentially. “Husky’s not good enough?” Pavel asked, resting further back in his chair. “Gotta drag off some slutty cacomistle to fuck you instead?”


  “Is he really that slutty?”


  Could this raccoon pull it off, Pavel wondered? Had Erik been sampling enough of his own wares? If he had been making moves on the raccoon earlier, it wasn’t out of the question. “Oh, just look at him,” the husky said. “Think a pretty thing like him doesn’t know what he’s doing, flirting with a slut like you?”


  “See, now that’s what I want to hear,” the raccoon said, already starting slide out of Pavel’s lap, bracing his paws against the husky’s shoulders as he eased his way back.


  Pavel smiled when he saw the excited look on the now-standing raccoon’s face. “I mean, I like little sluts like you, too, though.” He put on his smoothest, suavest grin. “Plus, I bet my dick’s bigger.”


  “Size doesn’t matter if you’re stuck in your sheath, pup,” the raccoon said. He tapped the dog on the nose with an outstretched, limp-wristed paw, then shook his tail and his hips as he turned around and headed back inside.


  Not even so much as a goodbye. Well, still. Good luck to him in trying to nab Erik, anyway, right? Except that—


  “Hey, Pavel, finish my beer!”


  Pavel got up, stumbled across the patio, caught himself on one of the tables, and grabbed the beer in question. Whose beer was this, again? Was it Jan’s? Whoever it was, they’d already left.


  Nursing on the beer, which was still mostly cold, Pavel scanned the patio. Everyone else out here was already engaged in conversations, and the husky didn’t know any of them well enough to butt his way in with any of them. He took a few more deep gulps from the chilly bottle, then tried to replay his memory to confirm whether possibly-Jan had said “finish” or “watch.”


  That raccoon had probably found Erik by now, right? Hell, bitch was a total cockhound—of course he’d found his victim. That meant that Erik was at the very least distracted, and at best, maybe, like, already fucking that raccoon in Nicolai’s laundry room or some shit. That meant that Stefan was probably out there in the party, all by himself, nervously slipping a drink, wondering where his company had gone.


  All right, Pavel told himself. Time to find Stefan. He just had to grab the door handle, here, and pull it to the left. Er, no, the other left. There, that was it.


  Inside, the husky looked around for the wolf. “Just look for the wolf who is sad and by himself,” he heard Katerina say, though Katerina was nowhere to be found, again. He turned around twice, and was pretty sure that this room wasn’t the place. Yeah, definitely no Stefan. There was Erik, though. Maybe he’d know where Stefan was.


  The problem behind that logic was only just starting to make itself apparent to the husky when the ringtail caught his attention with a, “Oh, hey, Pavel! Come here, I—”


  Wait, wait. Pavel wasn’t looking for Erik; he was looking for Stefan. He turned toward the other hallway, and called out, “Nicolai!” Nicolai? No, he was looking for Ste—


  The next thing that Pavel knew, he was on his paws and knees, staring into a toilet bowl that was still swirling from having recently been flushed. The foul reek of vomit overwhelmed his nostrils, both drifting up from the edges of the toilet and dripping from his teeth and nose.


  A pair of paws held his shoulders. “Easy, husky. Just try to breathe.” One of those paws then gently lifted his head back up. It made his vision swim a little, but the nausea had already passed. The bulk of it had, at any rate.


  “Here’s some water.” This was a new voice, and Pavel recognized it as Nicolai’s. “He doing okay? ”


  “I think he’s got all of it out of his system.” The first voice, the one belonging to the kind soul who was holding Pavel up over the toilet, was Erik’s. “Here, husky. Sit back and drink this.”


  A large, red plastic cup came into view, and the husky took it in both paws. He brought it to his muzzle, and, with further assistance from Erik, tilted his head back and began to drink. Despite the sour taste lingering inside of his mouth, drinking the cold, clean water felt like the greatest thing in the world just then.


  “You got some place to let him lie down?” Erik asked Nicolai.


  The rabbit hummed with consternation before answering. “Um, assuming that the guest room isn’t ‘in use, ’ then yeah.”


  “If it is, then I’m putting him on your bed,” the ringtail said, and then Pavel felt a pair of arms sliding underneath his own. “Come on, husky, let’s get you up and you can take a little nap, yeah?”


  Pavel wasn’t sure which bedroom Erik actually brought him to; the only thing he was consciously aware of was Stefan’s scent, clinging to the ringtail’s body. The husky whined as he took that in, letting his friend ease him gently onto the soft, comfy mattress in the nice, dark, quiet room.


  One kiss on the nose later, Pavel was already asleep.


  


  “Katerina,” Pavel asked as his roommate came through the living room on her way to leave for her shift at the radio station, “why did you dump your last boyfriend?”


  The bat stopped in her tracks and, after a moment, flashed Pavel a very thin smile. “Do you have someone you wish to dump, haski?" she asked. “I did not know there was someone you were seeing.”


  Pavel pretended to let the nightly news hold his attention for a few seconds. “Oh, no, it’s not that,” he said. “I just saw you at Nicolai’s party the other night, and I remembered how you and what’s-his-name broke up and I was trying to remember why and what happened.”


  Katerina’s thin smile grew even longer. “He called me ‘Svetlana, ’” she said, and then she continued to walk toward the front door, the coy twinkle in her eye making Pavel think that she knew full well that the husky remembered exactly why she’d dumped Alyosha.


  Once the bat had left and the door had locked behind her, Pavel sighed and stared blankly at the television, ignoring every word and every visual that the news program threw at him.


  It had been mid-afternoon the day after Nicolai’s party—after his hangover had subsided, while he’d been out shopping for groceries—when Pavel recalled the half-assed, drunken plan he’d concocted involving Erik and the cocktease raccoon. Get Erik to traipse off with some other guy, leave Stefan alone and hurt and vulnerable…


  Not the greatest idea he’d ever had. Certainly not the best thing he’d ever done as a friend. But with the night of the party a few days behind him, the twisted logic kept drifting through the husky’s mind, gradually reshaping itself into something resembling a course of action that he was terrified to let himself try.


  Stefan was a wolf, and wolves were the possessive sort. Shit, as a husky, Pavel understood at least that much of the canine mentality. A sense of possessiveness led neatly into a sense of jealousy, if one’s pelt were tugged at properly. Granted, Stefan had never struck Pavel as the jealous type, especially when it came to Erik, but probably that was just because Erik never gave the wolf cause or reason to be jealous.


  But what if he did? Would the wolf be able to hold off those instincts, the innate part of himself that directed him to keep his mate all to himself? What if the ringtail were to trigger that side of his boyfriend, the side he’d never seen before? Pavel couldn’t imagine that he’d take it well. Not at all.


  Amusingly, Pavel couldn’t even imagine Katerina having been angry at Alyosha. He imagined her reaction being much like the reaction she’d had to Pavel asking her about it: a hint of a smile, a wry remark on the reality of what had come to pass, and then a simple departure. Efficient. Non-problematic.


  That was Katerina’s way, though. Even someone normally as level­headed as Stefan would probably have a much more emotionally-driven reaction.


  The news continued to play, still as ignored as it had been since Pavel had switched it on. The husky looked down at his phone, repeatedly finding Stefan’s entry on his contact list, only to flip the phone closed before starting again less than a minute later.


  It was getting late, anyway. Stefan would probably already be in bed to get ready for an early start in the morning, which was exactly what Pavel ought to have been doing. The husky stuffed his phone back into his pocket, clicked off the television, and stomped off to his bedroom.


  As soon as his head hit the pillow, he brought his paw down to his sheath, almost as if on reflex. Frustrated as he was, he wagered that it would probably do him some good—and help him fall asleep—if he worked off the tension, and so he began to tease himself with his fingers.


  It didn’t feel particularly good, really; this was just the kind of rote, by- the-numbers things that he was sure so many other horny guys did before going to sleep on nights that they didn’t get laid. There was no drive, no passion behind it, and even as he got closer and closer to a full erection, there wasn’t a single touch that made him tense up or caused his breath to hitch. It almost wasn’t even sexual, at this point.


  He could imagine Katerina chiding him about his current sorry state. “How can this thing be a problem for you, haski, when you are always in such a ready mood?”


  Thinking too much about the mechanics behind it made it less appealing by the moment, and the husky could feel his dick softening already. He grunted, then tried to conjure up thoughts of Stefan so he could get hard again and just fucking get off already, but each time he pictured the wolf's broad, handsome muzzle and rugged, smiling face, it was followed thereafter by the perky, friendly face of Erik.


  Each time Pavel saw the ringtail’s face on the back of his eyelids, he felt a surge of guilt. With each surge of guilt, his erection subsided, and merely trying to picture Stefan pounding the hell out of him wasn’t getting the husky and more worked up. It wouldn’t be very fun, he thought, to ruin two friendships in the event that he was caught doing something like—


  Just then, Pavel finally felt the needful twinge that he needed, the little spark of interest to keep his paw moving. Now, each fresh surge of guilt brought with it a quickening of the pulse or a tingle along the spine. It would be wrong—so, so wrong for Pavel to trick Stefan into fucking him, and it would fly in the face of everything that his friendship had—


  God, yes, that would be fucking wrong. Plus, the sheer risk that there’d be some big fallout, that the scent of horny wolf all over him would clue everyone in that Stefan had used Pavel as his little rebound fucktoy—


  Pavel’s muzzle opened with a cry. His paw moved faster, now, his drizzle forming a nice sheen under the fur of his fingers, the sound of each urgent stroke filling in the blanks of his thought process. He thought hard about Stefan dragging him aside for some quick fuck, motivated out of anger, fueled by the rage that his lover had been two-timing him, and oh, God, there was no way that Pavel would ever, ever, in million years, get away with it, but on that teeny, tiny, off-chance that he could—


  With a shudder than ran all the way between his hips and shoulders, Pavel arched back and came all over his front, his paws working over his shaft and his knot and his balls, following movements that came completely unbidden. This time, he was sure that Katerina was gone, and so he let himself be as loud as he wanted, gasping and panting and almost shouting his own orgasmic joy as he made a sticky mess of himself.


  Then, with the suddenness of a car being pulled out of gear, his body dropped from climax into afterglow, his chest rising and falling with a quick patter as he caught his breath. He was truly exhausted, physically and mentally, and even as that self-indulgent guilt began to poke around inside his head some more, the husky knew that he was going to let himself fall asleep without even bothering to clean up.


  


  Jan had sent Pavel a series of teasing text messages indicating that he’d be free and willing during his lunch break, but Pavel and Stefan were working too far afield for the husky to manage even a barely-discreet rendezvous. Knowing that the skunk was feeling frisky normally made Pavel feel frisky, too, but today it just made him frustrated. Worse, the frustration created a feedback loop, because the husky felt like he should be tantalized instead of just irritated.


  Besides, now that his lunch break had actually rolled around, Pavel was glad to be spending it with Stefan as opposed to, well, as opposed to anyone else. The husky’s fate was sealed, though, when the wolf offered to share some of his leftover homemade pirogies.


  “Hey, can I ask you something?”


  Stefan continued to chew, but didn’t bother to swallow before replying. “Sure. What’s up?”


  Pavel stalled by taking another bite of his own, asking himself whether he really wanted to do this. “So, like, what was up with Erik and that raccoon at Nicolai’s party last weekend?”


  The wolf’s hackles rose at that, if only slightly. “Noel?” he asked, the name sparking some faint recognition in the back of Pavel’s mind. “Why, was there some trouble?”


  Pavel could see, now, that he still wasn’t entirely committed to this course of action. There was still room to pull back. “I dunno if I’d call it ‘trouble, ’ exactly,” the husky said.


  Now Stefan was leaning in closer. “Well, what would you call it?”


  Oh, shit. Pavel had definitely hit a nerve, here. Maybe a little harder than he’d meant to hit it. “Well, I mean, they just seemed a little… I dunno, flirty with each other?” A partial lie, the husky knew, but honesty had been thrown out the window after he’d jacked off all over himself.


  Stefan, though, suddenly shifted gears, and let out a jolly chuckle. “I think you might’ve been reading between the lines wrong, husky,” he said. Fuck, why was he suddenly so happy? “Tension comes in many different flavors.”


  Now Pavel was past confused. “How do you mean?”


  “Erik and Noel have had some bad blood between them for a while,” Stefan said. “It’s a long story, and it’s in the past, and I’m sure Erik would rather I not get into it, but it’s not like we control who Nic invites to his parties, and hell, he invites so many people that it’s easy enough to avoid one raccoon.”


  Bad blood, huh? Judging by what (Pavel hazily remembered) Noel had said, that didn’t sound like the entire story, but it also probably wasn’t important now.


  “So, then like, they didn’t have, like, a ‘thing’ or anything?” Pavel asked.


  “Look, I just said I’m not going to get into it,” Stefan said. A bit of a growl had slipped into his voice for a moment, but he quickly got it under control. “Seriously, it’s nothing to bother yourself with.”


  “Yeah,” the husky said. “I mean, I was pretty trashed. Probably just… probably misinterpreted what I’d been seeing, is all.”


  There was enough show of interest in Stefan’s eyes and ears, still, that Pavel expected the wolf to press, but he backed down from that line of conversation. “Speaking of which, Erik told me he drove you home that night. Everything go okay?”


  It hadn’t dawned on Pavel until then that he didn’t recall how he’d gotten home after Erik had put him to sleep at Nicolais place. He’d woken up at home, though, but thanks to his hangover that morning, he hadn’t stopped to put two and two together. “Oh, er, yeah,” Pavel said, pretending to remember. “Yeah, I was fine. Felt like shit the next day, but I got to bed all right.”


  “Jan has bragged in the past that it doesn’t take a lot of alcohol to seduce you,” the wolf said with a coy grin, “so hell, maybe you just don’t have enough practice with someone getting you really trashed.”


  “Hey, that’s Erik’s fault,” Pavel replied. He was smiling brightly, but that expression started to falter as he thought, in more detail, about Stefan attempting to get him drunk in order to seduce him. “If he’s gonna pipe me full of his mystery concoctions, then he can drive me home. It’s only fair, right?” the husky finished.


  Once again, Stefan laughed. “I think that’s a price he knew he’d end up paying when he decided to liquor you up in the first place,” he said. “Though I’m pretty sure he didn’t intend for you to pass out completely.”


  Pavel recalled the conversation he and Stefan had had before the party, the one about loosening tongues and expert muzzles. “I wish I hadn’t passed out,” the husky said, looking pointedly at the wolf.


  “A lesson to’ve learned for next time.” Stefan was smiling, but his tone was a vague as his words, to the point of baffling frustration.


  The scent of pirogi was tugging at Pavel’s nose. If he just took the time to eat another, inserting a natural break into the conversation, it would be clear whether or not Stefan expected a follow-up to that last comment. Wasn’t that what he wanted? Clarification on what he should be doing?


  “Do not try to read minds, Pavel,” Katerina would have told him. “To know what someone is thinking, best to ask them. Simple, yes? "


  “Are you saying you missed my presence?” the husky asked, and only then did he stab his fork into another of the pirogies.


  In response to that, Stefan reached out and ruffled Pavel’s head between the ears as the husky was taking a bite. “Of course I did,” he said. “Things are always more fun when you’re around. And conscious.”


  “Sometimes I just doubt certain things, I guess.”


  “You shouldn’t doubt them, then,” Stefan said. “You’ve always had a good head on your shoulders, husky.” He sat back up and snagged the last pirogi for himself. “Don’t let yourself question your instincts, yeah?”


  Pavel knew what his gut instincts were telling him. That was what kept Stefan’s words spinning around inside of his head for the rest of the day, until well after the husky had returned home.


  


  “Noel?” Jan asked. Though Pavel couldn’t see the skunk’s face, he could clearly imagine the incredulous face on the other side of the phone. “What about him?”


  Pavel kicked his feet silently over the end of his bed as he looked up at the blank ceiling, fighting the urge to use it as a projection screen for some of the salacious thoughts that were brimming within his head again. “I’m just wondering what you know about him. We had a little run-in at Nicolai’s party. Not sure if you saw or not.”


  “Eh, well, I don’t know him super-well or anything,” Jan replied. “I don’t know how much I’ll be able to tell you.”


  “He was kind of all over me the other night,” Pavel said. “Things were getting pretty friendly before, uh…”


  “Before you puked and passed out?”


  Pavel sighed. “Yeah, that.”


  Jan chuckled. “Anyway. And what, you wanted to know whether he might actually be interested in you as opposed to just being some huge slut?”


  “Actually, I got the impression that that’s exactly what he is.”


  Once more, Pavel could easily visualize the smirk on the skunk’s face that accompanied the laugh that came through the phone. “I think I saw him wear a shirt that said as much, once.”


  “So you’d say that’s a pretty safe bet? ”


  “I’d say he’s a pretty safe bet, if nothing else,” Jan said. “Hell, I wouldn’t be above letting him suck my dick so long as I could find an excuse to leave before having to reciprocate.”


  Pavel whistled and let out a chuckle of his own. “Ouch. So much for not knowing him very well, huh?”


  “I know his type,” Jan said, and Pavel swore he heard a smack of pride in those words. “Why so interested in him all of a sudden, though? I didn’t realize you were that desperate.”


  “Why would I be desperate with you around?” the husky countered. “Nah, but seriously, I’m just thinking about some stuff I saw go down at the party.”


  “Yeah? You got some sweet gossip for me?”


  Pavel was glad that Jan couldn’t see him bite his lip. “I’m not sure if it qualifies. You know if there’s anything between him and Erik?”


  “Like what?”


  “I dunno,” Pavel said. “There was some talk—some pretty suggestive talk about some possibly fooling around.” So what if that talk had come from Noel himself, separate from the reality of what had happened?


  The skunk actually laughed. “I doubt it. Erik didn’t have mouth sores the last time I talked to him.”


  “Oh, that’s lovely. ”.


  “Besides, Erik’s got the massively-hot Stefan. What’s he need a little tramp like Noel for?” Then, in that quick window, he added, “And why do I need a little tramp like him when I’ve got a much nicer husky who’s probably better at sucking dick anyway?”


  “Hey, and you even reciprocate with me.”


  “Only because you’re so nice to hang out with anyway.” There was a brief pause, then Jan added, “Speaking of which, what are doing tonight? You, uh, up to anything?”


  Pavel smiled. “Sadly, I am busy,” he said. “But hey, if you need your dick sucked, I think I know a raccoon you could call.”


  The skunk laughed that off. “Gah. I’d try my luck with Nic, first, thanks.”


  “I bet you would.” The husky considered adding, “and probably will” to the end of that, but there was nothing to be gained by pointing out the obvious. He’d already gotten what he needed, anyway.


  Closing his phone and tossing it onto his nightstand, Pavel hopped to his feet and trotted down the hall, his wagging tail smacking against the wall before he reached the door at the other end. The door was open a crack, but the husky politely rapped his paw on it without peeking in.


  “Yes?” came the quick, curt reply.


  “Katerina,” Pavel asked, his voice taking on a lilt, “you’re working at the station again tomorrow night, right?” He eased the door further open as he spoke, so that the two of them could see each other.


  Katerina looked up from the book she was reading as she hung from the bar stretched across her ceiling. “All this weekend, yes,” she replied. “Why do you ask, haski?”


  Pavel leaned up against the door frame. “Well, if you’re not going to be here, you won’t mind if I have some people over for a party, will you?”


  Now Katerina held the book to her chest and regarded Pavel more intently. “A party?”


  “A small gathering, even,” the husky insisted. “A dozen people, tops.” He considered tossing out a lower number just to assuage the bat’s fears, but she’d know—somehow she’d just know—if there had been more guests than he’d initially told her.


  With a sigh, Katerina brought her book back into position, hiding her face. “I had better not find that your gay-boy friends have been having sex in my room, haski,” she replied.


  Pavel started to turn away and close the door, but he stopped in mid-motion, then pushed the door open again. “Hey, Katerina?” he asked.


  The bat looked up from her book again with more visible irritation on this time. “Yes, Pavel, what do you want?” she snapped, rolling her eyes upside-down.


  Pavel considered just closing the door and leaving her be, but she’d probably be more annoyed if he did that. “You remember what you said to me at Nicolai’s party?” he asked. “About enjoying oneself and not thinking too much?”


  “I am surprised that you remember anything from that party,” Katerina replied. “But yes, I remember these words. What of them, haski?”


  “If something…” Pavel had to stop and think about how to phrase himself, here. “If something happens at a party while someone is drunk, and—”


  “With alcohol, yes, sometimes there is forgiveness,” Katerina said without waiting for the husky to finish. “But this is not an excuse to do things; this is an excuse not to do some things, like to not sit on steps without having fun, or to not hesitate to tell cute boy you think he is cute, you see?”


  “I’m not trying to make excuses,” Pavel insisted. “And I'm not asking for anyone’s forgiveness,” he added inwardly.


  Katerina went back to her book. “No sex in my room, Pavel,” she said, then waved a wing to urge him to shut the door.


  


  Pavel’s apartment was much smaller than Nicolai’s place, but then, he didn’t invite quite the horde of guests that could pack into the rabbit’s entertaining space. The husky went with the staples: Stefan and Erik, of course, Jan, Nicolai, as well as a handful of others. He pointedly didn’t invite Noel, but may have let slip to Nicolai that if the raccoon found out about the party anyway, he wouldn’t turn him away at the door.


  And so it came as no surprise to Pavel at all that Noel did show up, at a gathering full of gay men, alcohol, and a certain ringtail. Whereas Nicolai’s place allowed people far more freedom of avoiding people, the available room to mingle was limited here. Of course, there were still separate rooms with separate cells of people socializing, and so it was still possible to actively avoid someone and still almost not seem like it was on purpose.


  Right now, however, Noel was out of the way, in Katerina’s room. He was in there with three other guys, though, including Nicolai, so Pavel was pretty sure that he wasn’t off having sex. He could always check, just to make sure he wouldn’t get into shit with Katerina for it later, but he was too busy (and enjoying himself) with keeping social in the living room and working on his nice buzz.


  Pavel didn’t have any of Erik’s experimental drinks, but he did have Erik sitting next to him on the couch, perched on the armrest itself, his long tail draped over the side. The ringtail kept his careful balance by resting the one paw that wasn’t holding a beer on Pavel’s shoulder, and he still teetered noticeably whenever he chuckled at various points in Sergei’s humorous anecdote regarding three bottles of vodka and a pair of easily-frightened teenagers.


  Sergei was actually part of Katerina’s late-night radio crew, but back home, the tall, rangy mutt had worked as a border guard. While most of his stories were of a more tragic variety, he had a small share of ridiculous and funny ones, which seemed to be exactly what Pavel’s gathering needed to make the shift from “casual group of friends drinking in an apartment” to full-on “party.”


  It was amidst the latest chorus of laughter that Pavel realized that Stefan was absent. The wolf’s jovial chuckle was something that the husky always took such pleasant notice in, and it almost made him sad not to hear it. He tapped the ringtail’s paw on his shoulder and looked up. “Hey, where’d your wolf get off to? ”


  Erik furrowed his brow and scanned the living room and dining room area from his high-up seat on the edge of the couch. “I dunno,” he said. “I think he fluttered off a little while ago, actually.”


  “Huh.” Pavel wondered if Stefan had been part of the contingent that had absconded, along with Noel, into Katerinas room, and that maybe he’d just missed it, but now, he couldn’t see Stefan kindly doing that, and besides, the husky wouldn’t have mistaken Stefan for being anyone else.


  “By the way,” Erik asked, “how late were you expecting people to stick around tonight?”


  The husky had already started to rise from the couch. “Not sure, really,” he said. “I guess just until folks get tired and start wandering home?”


  Erik glanced at the clock, then hummed. “Ah. All right,” he said. “Probably not, like, too late, though?”


  The expression on Erik’s face was so expectant, his youthful and innocent features almost making him appear nervous over something as simple as staying out late. It was in that not-quite-naïveté that Pavel could imagine the distortion into shock and affront and finally desperation as Stefan accused him of the wrongdoing that Pavel was just about to accuse him of.


  “Yeah, probably not too late,” Pavel replied. “Here, hold my beer.” Waiting for no further acknowledgment after the ringtail took it from him, the husky then began to case his apartment for sign of the wolf.


  The door to Katerina’s room was still firmly closed, and even over the music, the sounds of a raunchy four-way would have been pretty obvious, so Pavel was content to leave things be, there, and continue the search elsewhere. His first—and, as it turned out, last—stop was his own bedroom, where he found not only Stefan, but also Jan, sitting on the edge of his bed, working on a pair of drinks of their own.


  “—told him, ‘Hey, look, next time I’m looking at you from across a card table, I’m gonna—” Jan looked up, interrupted by the husky entering the room. “Oh, hey man. How’s things out there?”


  “Things is fine,” Pavel said. He looked over at Stefan, then back at the skunk. “Hey, do you mind, like, giving us a minute?” he asked.


  “Yes,” Stefan chimed in. “Mind giving us a minute?”


  The look of surprise on Jan’s face mirrored the one on Pavel’s own. “Uh, sure, ’course,” the skunk said, stumbling to his feet, clearly a tad tipsy himself. He regained balance by planting a paw on the husky’s desk, and then shuffled out the door, leaving the two canines to be by themselves.


  Awkward silence ticked by. “So, uh… hey,” Pavel said.


  Stefan had a completely blank look on his face. “Mind telling me something?” he asked.


  “Er, yeah, that’s kind of why I’m here,” the husky said. His pulse was racing. He was finding it hard to breathe, hard to think.


  “Good,” the wolf said. “Care to start by telling me why the fuck you invited Noel here?”


  Stefan’s words seemed to bat away the haze that was threatening to congeal around Pavel’s brain. “I didn’t!” he yipped, calling upon the small part of that that was true to give his too-quick outburst a ring of authenticity. “I already know that you have a problem with him, and so I—”


  “I never said that I had a problem with him,” the wolf said. “But whatever, that’s neither here nor there.” He didn’t quite growl when he sighed, but the sound wasn’t far off. “So, what did you come here to tell me?”


  As he stood there, intimidated by the wolf even while he was sitting down, Pavel felt like he could hear Katerina’s voice in his head, saying, “You have to stick with your plan, haski.”


  “Um, well, it’s actually about Noel, too.”


  “Uh-huh,” Stefan said with a mere nod. “Go on.”


  Trying as hard as he could to ignore the sense of tunnel vision that he was now developing, Pavel spoke the words he’d been practicing in his head for days, now. “It’s about Noel and… and Erik,” he said. “I… I really didn’t want to say anything about it before, but…”


  The lack of any anger on Stefan’s face just made Pavel fear all the more how angry the wolf must be getting. “I’m listening,” he said.


  “Well, I mean, ever since he’s been here tonight, Noel has been, um, kind of all over Erik and—”


  “And again, I’m wondering why the hell he’s even here," Stefan demanded. Now the anger was actually starting to show through.


  “I don’t know! I think maybe he found out about the party from Erik or something or—”


  “Bullshit,” Stefan snapped. “Seriously, Pavel, what the fuck are you going on about?”


  Pavel took a deep breath. This was it. This was the moment. “Look, I wasn’t completely truthful with you when I told you what I saw at Nicolai’s party.”


  “Oh, I’m gonna fucking love this,” the wolf muttered.


  The husky held back a whine. “Look, please don’t be mad at me for this, and like I said, I didn’t want to have to tell—”


  “Just come out with it already! ”


  “I caught your boyfriend making out with Noel,” the husky blurted out.


  Stefan went both still and quiet. The pounding of Pavel’s own heartbeat in his ears drowned out any sound from the rest of the party.


  “It was upstairs, in the guest bedroom,” Pavel added. Again, no reaction from Stefan. “And, I mean, there was some definite groping going on, and—”


  The speed and steadfastness with which Stefan rose to his feet made Pavel stumble back half a step. The wolf then let out a snort that made the fur on the front of the husky’s muzzle waver. There was a second where Pavel was sure that the wolf was going to bring up both paws and shove them right into his chest. Instead, though, there was just one more dismissive snort, and then just one of those paws caught the husky on the shoulder.


  While Stefan didn’t shove Pavel too roughly, he did push the husky aside as he reached for the door and stormed out of the room. Even as the wolf’s tromping steps echoed away down the hall, Pavel could only stand there in shock, unable to decide whether he’d just shot himself in the foot, or whether his plan had succeeded even better than he’d expected.


  He paced around his room, slowly and quietly, watching the clock on his desk and sticking behind until at least a minute had passed. When nobody came to fetch him or even check on him, he ventured back out into the party. The door to Katerina’s room was still closed.


  The atmosphere in the living room was more subdued than before, but it wasn’t totally muted. Jan was out there, sitting where Erik had been. The ringtail was nowhere to be seen, nor was Stefan.


  Jan, who seemed to be waiting and watching for Pavel to reemerge, got up as soon as the husky stepped into the living room. He cut through the miniature crowd came up good and close. “Dude, what the fuck just happened?”


  “You tell me,” Pavel said. “What did just happen?”


  “Stefan was fucking pissed, man,” the skunk said. “He came out here, and dragged—literally, like, physically dragged Erik out the door with him.”


  Pavel felt a knot growing in his stomach. “Was he pissed at Erik or something?”


  “Shit, I don’t know,” Jan said. “He was just all, ‘Come on, we’re leaving now, ’ and so yeah, they left.” The rest of the room had taken notice of the skunk and the husky, with conversation not quite grinding to a halt. “Seriously. What the hell did you say to him in there?”


  The husky shook his head. “Just, well, personal stuff,” he said. “I didn’t know—didn’t think it’d make him react like that.”


  “Did it have anything to do with Noel being here?” the skunk asked. “Because that’s what he was asking me about earlier.”


  That knot in Pavel’s stomach got tighter all of a sudden. “He was?”


  Jan nodded. “He seemed pretty pissed that you’d have invited him here,” he said. “So I mentioned how you’d been asking about him the other day, and how you probably just wanted to see if he—”


  “Wait, you what?”


  “No, hey, calm down, don’t worry,” the skunk insisted. “He seemed to think that something weird might be going on, so I told him that you probably just wanted an easy lay around in case—”


  Pavel’s paws gripped at his head, prompting Jan to stop in mid-sentence. “Oh, fuck, fuck, fuck,” the husky stammered, stepping back into the hallway. If Stefan knew that Pavel had been asking about Noel, he’d never believe that the husky hadn’t invited him, and given the discussion they’d had over lunch the other day about Noel and Erik and—


  “Pavel?” Jan had followed the husky into the hall, and was continuing to follow back to the bedroom. “Seriously, what’s going on? Is shit okay?” “I don’t even know,” the husky said, shaking his head, starting to feel both faint and nauseous.


  Thankfully, that much, at least, was obvious to Jan, and the skunk was willing to leave him alone so that he could just shut himself into his bedroom and lie down for a little while, or possibly a long while, depending on however long it took for Pavel’s head to finally stop spinning after what had just happened.


  


  When the weekend finally came to an end and it was time to return to work, Pavel was woken up extra-early by a phone call informing him that he’d been reassigned to a new journeyman electrician and that, while that change was being taken care of, he’d have the day off. The husky asked what had prompted this change, and whether it was something that someone had specifically requested, but they wouldn’t give him an answer, but really, he figured he already had the only one he needed.


  It was surreal: not just not going to work, or not being around Stefan, but more just the miasma of uncertainty that seemed to cling to him. Katerina was sleeping soundly in the other room, but beyond that, the husky had no idea which of his friends were even still his friends, or what might become of, well, any of them: of Stefan and Erik, Stefan and Pavel, Pavel and Erik.


  The morning passed with eerie quietness. None of Pavel’s friends had called him, and he began to assume that the majority of them had spoken to either Stefan or Erik and had decided that they wouldn’t be speaking to him, but then he realized that might all just assume that he’d be at work and so of course they wouldn’t call him. Without knowing for sure either way, Pavel’s only company was the television, set to low volume so as not to disturb Katerina’s careful sleep.


  God, he didn’t need to have her up and about right now. “You sit there and mope, haski, but it is only you who has done this to yourself,” she would say. And she’d be right, of course.


  After a pathetic excuse for an early lunch that Pavel didn’t even bother to finish before dumping it in the trash, the husky was settling in for a quick nap on the couch when a soft knock sounded at his door. His first instinct was to call out and ask who it was, just on reflex, but after opening his muzzle, he stopped himself, and wondered whether he really wanted to know, or whether it might just be best to pretend he wasn’t home.


  But no. What if it was Stefan, come to apologize? What if it was Jan or Nicolai, come to ask Pavel’s version of the story they’d heard over the weekend? What if whoever it was would keep knocking and risk waking up Katerina?


  When Pavel did answer the door, he was more surprised than even he’d been expecting to see Erik at the door.


  The ringtail had a mild expression on his face that reminded Pavel far too much of Stefan’s on the night of the party. His paws were in his pockets, his eyes only barely able to meet the husky’s.


  Neither of them spoke for what felt like it was forever, Pavel holding the door open and Erik standing still just outside the entryway. The ringtail’s tail curled and uncurled, and then his chest heaved with a sigh.


  “You know,” Erik said, looking down at his own feet as he talked, “ever since I moved here, I always thought you were one of the nicest, most down-to-earth guys that I’d met.”


  Erik’s voice was quiet, small. Pavel swallowed the hard lump in his throat.


  “I liked you, Pavel—I mean, I really liked you.” Now the ringtail finally looked up. He looked like he might start to cry at any moment, or possibly like he’d already started but had managed to shut off the waterworks. “And I know that Stefan really liked you, too.”


  The ringtail’s use of the past tense was like a knife being stuck between Pavel’s ribs. All the husky could do, though, was stand there and let him drive it in deeper.


  “And after all we’ve been through as friends, when I started thinking just how, after Stefan, you were probably my best friend, how I’d trust you with pretty much anything…” Now, for sure, there were hints of tears in the ringtail’s eyes.


  “But no,” Erik said, more bite in his voice now. “You took that trust and did what? Tried to get Stefan to think I was going behind his back because it wasn’t enough for you that you get to fuck Jan and Nicolai and everyone else and so you had to find a way to get my boyfriend’s cock, too?”


  “Erik, I—”


  Before Pavel could react, Erik swung his paw him, striking the side of the husky’s muzzle with something between a smack and a punch. “Shut your fucking mouth!” the ringtail snapped. Tears were making obvious furrows in the creases between his muzzle and his cheeks. “I can’t even believe that you’d do this,” he whimpered. “You were always so sweet, always such a great friend to me.”


  Pavel didn’t know if words even existed that might be appropriate for him to say right then. If they did, he was sure he’d never be able to figure out what they were. Instead, he felt the weight of the ignominious silence he had no cause or right to fend off. He looked back at the ringtail with his one small paw still balled into a partial fist, staring back at him as tears trickled down his face without a single sob to accompany them.


  Then, with the faintest hint of a whimper that Pavel would never be sure was real or imagined, Erik turned and walked away, leaving the husky to stand there for several moments longer, still holding the door open, feeling the beginnings of a bruise forming on the side of his muzzle.
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  Thou Shalt Not CovetThy Neighbor's Property


  Oliver Borden had many reasons for not wanting to open the gates of the Russell Anthropomorphic Meditation Center.


  Chief among them was that Furries scared the hell out of him.


  He wouldn’t have admitted it, not to anyone, but he always felt a little short of breath standing next to one in an elevator. He gave them plenty of space when he saw them driving on the highway. The sight of one bagging groceries at the supermarket was enough to make him change lanes.


  He also despised what they’d done with the place.


  The Pinckney Mansion was once a palace. (Yes, that Pinckney Mansion.) A 24-room, 15-bedroom Greek Revival on fifty acres of fertile ground, and when Old Man Pinckney owned it, he never spent more than he had to on landscaping. He paid a neighbor twenty dollars to ride a mower around once a week and pick the weeds out of the driveway and that was it. Pinckney knew when to let the natural beauty of an old house shine through.


  Now, Oliver couldn’t even see the house from the road. A barrier hedge blocked the view. Beyond the hedge, the mansion was lost beyond lush, gorgeous flower beds, thick climbing ivy, and abundant greenery. A white, uneven garden path led straight from the gates to the front porch. If there was a house in the middle of all of it, the eye forgot it as it skipped from one feature to another.


  No, it was the Furries themselves that made him hesitate.


  One was a female, laying on a park bench among the marigolds, letting the morning sun roast her brain. She was reading a novel—’’Lady Chatterley’s Lover,” by the look of it—and wore only a blue swimsuit that didn’t go well at all with brown fur. Oliver couldn’t tell what kind of a Furry she was, not at this angle. He didn’t care.


  Another Furry, a Bull-Man, was the only one in the garden doing any work. Sweat shone off his wide back, and he kept swatting long strands of hair from his forehead as if waving away flies. Massive hands tended to the flowers with a care that seemed somehow unbecoming in one his size. He belonged in an all-in wrestling ring, not a flower garden. He even had a marigold tucked behind his ear. Who the hell did he think he was fooling?


  Still, it was the Bear-Man who froze Oliver’s hands on the gate and made his eyes widen. He became transfixed. He could hear his heartbeat.


  The fountain wasn’t large—ten feet or so, featuring a statue of an Otter-Man in repose, pouring forever from a jug of water into an upper tier. From the upper tier, a granite fish poked its head above the surface and spat the water back into the Otter-Man’s face. It was an incongruously whimsical scene for granite, as if someone had carved a cartoon on Mount Rushmore.


  The Bear-Man lay under the tier, in the basin, letting the water dance over his fur, trying to beat the Florida heat. His fur shone like sealskin and his long black hair hung down like a curtain over his back. His robe hung from the branch of an apple tree.


  He closed his eyes and felt a heavy hand on his shoulder. A shadow in his mind whispered in his ear. Go on, it said. I’ll protect you. I’ll shield you. They won’t get to you through me.


  “Good morning, sir. Can we help you?”


  It took a split second for Oliver to compose himself. The Bull-Man’s booming voice commanded the attention of his two friends, but the female returned to her book, and the Bear-Man to his bath.


  “I’m here for my son,” said Oliver. “I know he’s here.”


  “Can you be more specific?” The Bull-Man stood up, all seven feet of him. If he was trying to be intimidating, it wouldn’t work, but if he wasn’t, he was very good at it all the same. “There are fifty people living here. Ten are newcomers, and four newcomers are human.”


  “Jimmy Borden,” said Oliver. Pointless exercise—these Furries all knew who he was, no sense in pretending they didn’t.


  Still, the Bull-Man broke into a wide smile, and the Bear-Man started laughing. “Ah! You’re the radio preacher!” said the Bull-Man. He stuck out a slab of hand the size of a roofing shingle. “They call me Fargo. Welcome to the Russell Anthropomorphic Meditation Center.”


  Oliver didn’t shake hands, chiefly because he was worried about his metacarpals. “Let me talk to my son,” he said. “I demand to see him.”


  “Jimmy’s in seclusion,” said the Bull-Man, letting his hand drop. “He won’t be available until sunset.” He scratched the back of his head, and muscles moved in his arms. “It’s not my business, Reverend, but you must let him live his own life. He’s a…”


  “Fargo,” said the Bear-Man, and Fargo turned to look. The Bear-Man was shaking his head, very slightly. Only the movement of his shining hair betrayed his silent “No.”


  Ferdinand’s mood changed slightly. He unlatched the gate. “Come on in, Mr. Borden,” he said. “I’ll fetch our Master. I’m sure you two have a lot to talk about.”


  Oliver stepped from sunlight into shade, from the smell of new hot pavement to the overwhelming scent of green, from dry to damp. He had the impression of a warm fist closing around him. He passed under a trellis of climbing roses, and Fargo dropped his hand on Oliver’s shoulder.


  Oliver stopped breathing. The Furry was touching him. The Furry was touching him. Oh my God, the Furry was touching him.


  It was a heavy, dry hand, fitting for someone of Fargo’s size. Seven feet of hamburger towered over Oliver as Fargo steered him onto the porch, but Oliver could think of nothing but the huge hand on his shoulder, weighing him down. He couldn’t even draw enough breath to shrug it off and give Fargo the what-for. There was a twelve-car pile-up in his brain, and his mind had slowed down to watch the paramedics dragging bodies from the burning wreckage. He was practically whimpering by the time Fargo ushered him into the entrance hall. From a trillion miles away, and underwater, he heard Fargo warble, “Wait here,” and then he was alone.


  It was two full minutes before he could breathe normally again. The shadow in his mind was tapping its foot impatiently, and Oliver resisted the urge to sit.


  I won’t give in, Father, his mind whispered to itself. I won’t be tempted.


  The Shadow, satisfied, backed away. Oliver whispered a prayer: “Yea, though I walk through the Valley of the Shadow of Death…”


  He looked around. He’d been here many times before, usually while waiting for Pinckney’s butler to fetch a very large check from his employer, payable to Oliver Borden Radio Ministries. It had been Oliver’s fervent hope that his wealthiest benefactor would leave him the Mansion as well— Oliver’s own mansion wasn’t half this size, and he could use the space.


  Then Mr. Pinckney had grown interested in the cause of the Furries… and the checks stopped coming. Oliver had other benefactors, so his ministry was in no danger, but it continued without Pinckney’s support. When Oliver had written a sermon questioning whether integrating Furries into the rest of society was a good idea, Pinckney wrote him an unpleasant letter that cut off all ties and began, “And you call yourself a man of God…”


  Of course, this made Oliver rail against the Furries all the more. If they could seduce an old man on his death bed out of his property and honor, there was no depths to which they would not…


  “Mr. Borden?” said a low, gravelly voice. Good singing timber. “I’m Russell Fairbanks.”


  Oliver snapped to attention. He was suddenly aware of where he was, the very belly of the beast—all of which could have been his. The sweeping staircase, the heavy mahogany trim, the marble columns. Now the place looked…


  Well, it looked as it had when Pinckney lived here. The paintings on the wall were gone, though, replaced with lush landscapes, sublime mountains, seascape sunsets in gold and blue and red, and a row of pictures of the planets and the moon. The carpeting on the stairway was thick and soft, running all the way to the door.


  Yet the furniture was gone.


  Another difference was the Furry standing in it, looking expectantly at Oliver, holding out a paw.


  This Furry was no taller than Oliver and a little reedy. Oliver could probably push him over with a gentle shove. His long mane was tied into braids and beads that rattled and clattered like a rainstick.


  And he was wearing a dress.


  It was a saffron robe bound at the waist, with a gold cord around his neck. On his feet were wooden-soled sandals that added an inch to his height, tied to his calves with strips of rawhide. And men, quite frankly, should never wear that much jewelry. He looked positively gaudy.


  This time, Oliver took the offered paw. It was hot and rough and dry in his hand.


  “It’s a great comfort to meet you at last, Reverend Borden,” said Russell, in a voice that could have charmed the clouds from the sky. “I have heard your sermons on the radio. You’re a man of great verve, great passion. I admire you for that.”


  “Never mind that,” said Oliver, the talking ice-cube. “Where’s my son? Where’s Jimmy?”


  “Jimmy is in seclusion, my friend,” said Russell. “At the heart of our Labyrinth is our Acolyte, meditating on the meaning of…”


  “I don’t care,” said Oliver. “I want him standing in front of me, apologizing to me inside of ten minutes, or I will sue this dump to the ground. Don’t think I won’t.”


  “My friend, it’s not that simple…”


  “And don’t call me ‘friend. ’ We are not friends. We aren’t allies. We’re not on the same side in any way. My son and I are going to walk out that front door and you aren’t going to stop us.”


  Russell sighed, but Oliver was not in a chatty mood. He had no intention of breeding understanding or sympathy, nor did he want a peek into the forbidden lives of Furries. He wanted to be off this property ten minutes ago, possibly even earlier, at which point he would lock Jimmy in a room with eighteen hours of The Best of Oliver Borden (available on CD or iTunes), and hope to undo the damage currently being done.


  “Oliver, your son is an adult,” said Russell. “What he chooses to do with his life is not your concern. I will do you the courtesy of sparing you my own sermon and only try to persuade you to go on your way and leave him to his. ”


  “Then let him tell me this,” said Oliver. He knew, from past experience, that whatever seductions Jimmy had experienced, one look at the old man and his will would crumple like toilet paper. “Let me talk to him.”


  Dammit, he’d said “let.” Never say “let,” he thought. It made it sound like a negotiation.


  “I don’t have that power,” said Russell. “No one has. Who here has the right to dictate how a free man lives his life? Your son is no child—he’s a strong, strapping young man of twenty. He has ambitions beyond you. That’s the way of our children. It was the way of my son, so let it be the way of yours.”


  “If you think you can win a battle of wills against me, Fairbanks, take a look at my newspaper clippings sometime. I’ve given you a chance. If I walk out that door empty handed, there’ll be nowhere safe left for you in this town. I’ll turn my entire congregation against you. I’ll bring enough lawyers in here to strip this place dry. You’ll be peddling marigolds on a street corner before I’m done with you.”


  To his credit, Russell didn’t turn a hair. “Very well,” he said. “If you must see him, then I won’t stop you. He’s at the center of the Labyrinth.”


  “You expect me to fight my way through a hedge maze just to see my son? I’m not going to play some stupid games just to…”


  “It’s the fastest way for you to reach him,” said Russell. “If you wait for him to finish his meditation and emerge from the Labyrinth, you’ll be here some time. Of course, you’re welcome to wait. We’ll be serving lunch in a few hours. Shall we set an extra plate for you at table? We have an exceptional chef.”


  Oliver shuddered. The thought of sitting around this place for hours while waiting for his boy to finish contemplating his navel and then blundering through a maze was bad enough, but the thought of breaking bread with these people… did they even use utensils? Or did they just lap the food out of the bowl like dogs? “All right, fine. Anything to get out of here faster. Where’s this maze?”


  “This way,” said Russell. “I regret that I can’t guide you through it. I have other duties. Still, from the balcony, you should get a good view of the whole. It won’t be hard to solve.”


  “Let’s just get this over with,” said Oliver.


  Russell smiled and led Oliver down a short corridor to a small door under the stairs. Oliver looked skeptically at it. “You keep a hedge maze in the closet?”


  “This is the beginning of your path,” said Russell. “Go ahead. Don’t be afraid. ”


  Oliver gave him a disgusted look and opened the door. Light flooded up from a lower level. There was a faint musty smell of dust and damp. He marched down into the basement in a right huff. I’ll show him, he thought. Thinks I won’t jump through a few hoops…


  “Goodbye, Reverend,” said Russell. Oliver turned to look up at him, and the Master of the Russell Anthropomorphic Meditation Center put out a shaggy arm and switched off the lights.


  


  The darkness was complete and the door sounded like a steel safe when it closed. There was the click of a lock.


  “Hey!”


  Oliver staggered towards the stairs, arms outstretched. He did not fall. His foot caught, so he crawled up the steps and beat on the door with the flat of his hand. “Hey!” he cried. “Hey, let me out!”


  Locked in a basement. In a house full of Furries, all of whom were aware of his feelings against them. What were they going to do to him?


  Would they… eat him?


  Get downstairs now!


  He started to shake. His back felt wet against his shirt. The shadow in his mind tapped its foot impatiently.


  Come on, it said. Be a man.


  Go away, thought Oliver. Go away go away go away go away go away…


  Get downstairs now!


  The voice echoed from the basement as if his own mother had spoken it, but his mother had been gone five years ago now. This was from decades ago, a shadow of a shadow. Get downstairs now. Hurry. It’s coming.


  He beat on the door even harder. “Hey! Help!” His voice cracked. “Help! Let me out!”


  “Who’s there?”


  Oliver froze. The voice came from behind and below. Down the stairs, down the corridor.


  “Hey, who are you? Are you okay?” Footsteps.


  “Can’t see,” gulped Oliver. “Can’t…”


  “Oh, for Dog’s sake, did Russell turn off the bloody lights again?”


  Footsteps on the stairs. Darkness. Sweat on Oliver’s forehead—he was shaking.


  “That stupid idiot! You’d think by now he’d know that humans can’t use low light levels!”


  “You can see?” Oliver gulped. He could feel the walls squeezing his shoulders.


  “Of course I can. Don’t move, and don’t be afraid. I’m coming.”


  Soft motion next to Oliver. He heard breathing. “Hold out your hand. I’m going to take it in my paw.”


  Oliver held out a hand, and felt a paw close around it. The paw held his sweating hand gently. He could feel the sandpaper pad against his palm. “All right then. I’ll be your eyes. Follow me.”


  “Can’t you just open the door?” said Oliver. “Get me out of here!”


  “There’s no latch on this side. Don’t worry, I’ll walk you out of here. And I will let Russell know in no uncertain terms that what he’s done is way out of line. There’s nothing down here—no rats, no snakes, no spiders, just a rack of fine wines. No obstacles, either. Do you trust me?”


  “Do I have a choice?”


  The voice sounded hurt. “Well, that’s no attitude to have. I’m the Cellar-Keeper. My name’s Gabriel. What’s yours?”


  “Oliver,” said Oliver, then wished he hadn’t.


  “You sound familiar,” said Gabriel. “Have we met? I swear I’ve heard your voice before.”


  “No.” No sense in letting his only hope of escape from this asylum know he was responsible for some fiery rants against Gabriel’s entire species. Once he got out of here, he’d sue them to the rafters for all this. This was kidnapping. Extortion. Worse, even—attempted homicide.


  He froze. Something wet dabbed at his cheek and forehead, traveled down his neck, and touched his ear.


  Oh, God, he thought, this thing is sniffing at me.


  “I just can’t tell,” said Gabriel. “Well, it’ll come to me. Come on.”


  They inched down the stairs, one at a time. “Feel like an idiot,” muttered Oliver.


  “No need to feel like that. You’ve been deprived of your most highly evolved sense, so you have to re-learn everything—spatial relationships, the sound of voices, reading footsteps—all of it.”


  They turned a corner. “Are you blind?” said Oliver.


  “Me?” Gabriel paused. “No. No, I’m not. I was, for a while, but I found a cure. I was lucky.” He patted Oliver’s hand. “How about you? Still scared?”


  “No,” lied Oliver.


  Get downstairs now!


  He heard it on the edge of the world now, heard it coming like a freight train, a low rumble, a roar of wind, a whine and a wail like he’d never heard before. The room was shaking. From upstairs came a crash of breaking glass.


  “Oliver?” said Gabriel. He tightened his grip on Oliver’s hand. “Oliver?”


  Oliver clutched his mothers skirts. They were under the workbench in his fathers basement. Oliver remembered the crack that was the roof tearing away, the crashing and rending of furniture and floorboards, the rattling of the basement ceiling and the hot white light shining through. In his hands, Oliver held a faded teddy bear. The world screamed at him and nothing was safe.


  A paw rested on his cheek. It was rough against his skin, but the fingertips were soft, and a claw gently brushed his hair from his forehead. A pair of kindly, shining eyes floated before him. “How old are you, Oliver?” said Gabriel.


  “Seven,” whined Oliver.


  In the tiny basement window, the wind whipped faster and faster and faster. Something crashed through the ceiling, and Oliver looked up in time to see the front end of the neighbor’s Buick pointing right at him, before it tore away and into the black, black sky. And the only thing he could hear above the wind was his mother’s voice in his ear. Softly. Our Father…


  “Who art in heaven,” whispered Oliver. “Hallowed be thy name…”


  His mother whispered in his ear, over and over again, the only prayer she knew, as the tornado ripped her house apart.


  “Go on,” said Gabriel. “Finish it.”


  “Thy Kingdom come,” said Oliver.


  “Thy will be done,” whispered Gabriel.


  Gabriel laid a gentle paw on Oliver’s cheek, and they finished together. “On Earth, as it is in heaven.”


  They found his grandmother’s heirloom dresser four miles away in a farmer’s field. The kitchen table was in a tree next door. A Chevrolet was sticking out of the roof of the barn.


  The house was gone.


  Oliver emerged from the basement to find the landscape changed and nothing familiar, and yet her mother just said over and over again, “Thank you, God. Thank you, God. Thank you, God.”


  “Oliver?” said Gabriel. “Put out your hand.”


  Oliver shook himself. “Huh?”


  “Put out your hand.”


  Oliver held out his hand, and Gabriel put a glass into it. “Take a sip,” he said. “Don’t worry. It’ll calm you down.”


  Oliver took a sip, and while the flavor was rich and sweet, it may have been the weakest wine he’d ever tasted. Still, it was good, even if it had all the kick of grape juice. The glass slipped out of his hand and shattered on concrete.


  “I feel kind of sick,” he said.


  “The colors going back into your face. I think you just had a panic attack. What did you see?”


  Olivers lips tightened. “None of your damned business.”


  He felt Gabriel shrug. “Have it your way,” he said. “Come on, the pantry’s right this way.”


  Oliver still felt a little weak. With no visual aids to steady himself, he rocked back and forth like a ship at sea. He heard the jingle of keys, the rattle of a lock, and then a bright shaft of daylight pierced the blackness.


  “There we go.”


  Oliver looked at Gabriel, seeing him for the first time.


  Gabriel was quite a bit shorter than Oliver expected, almost petite. His fur was soft and white, and his eyes were soft and black. He had tan spots on his back and arms, and a tan circle around one eye. A snowfall of mane hung over his shoulders and back, and he had a shining gold ring in his nose. He was wearing a saffron robe.


  Arctic wolf, thought Oliver. No, arctic fox. No, the muzzle was too short. Some kind of… albino German Shepherd? He was too embarrassed to ask.


  “Thank you,” he said, hating the saying of it.


  Gabriel saluted him. “Go on up,” he said. “The kitchens are right there. Maybe you can get something to eat.”


  Something to eat actually sounded pretty good. Oliver turned back to Gabriel, who suddenly leaned forwards and kissed Oliver’s cheek.


  “Good luck, Oliver Borden,” said Gabriel. He turned and went back into the cellars, closing the door behind him.


  Oliver stood like an idiot at the foot of the stairs. He kissed me, he thought. Gabriel kissed me. He kissed me right on the cheek.


  “Son of a…” he muttered, rage rising in his throat. He was embarrassed enough without…


  He wheeled on his heel and stomped up the steps, but they were stone, so they made little noise.


  


  The kitchen was huge.


  Stainless steel gleamed from every polished surface, and pots and pans hung myriad from racks on the ceiling. The smell of baking and roasting permeated everything, but the staff totaled one.


  She emerged from an oven now, kicking it closed with her heel as she spun around with a vast loaf of braided bread cradled in her arms. She put it down on the counter in a cloud of flour and dabbed at the sweat on her face with a dry dishcloth.


  She was a Bear-Woman.


  She looked like the Black Bear type, and her cropped hair was mostly covered by a tall white toque. A well-fed frame was dressed in chef’s whites that looked well-used. She had flour all over her face.


  She looked at Oliver. “Well! You look like someone mad enough to punch holes in the wall. I hope I’m not the target.”


  “Gabriel—the Cellar-Keeper—he kissed me!” Just thinking about it made Oliver wipe his cheek again.


  “Heh. That’s Gabriel for you. Sweet as can be, zero personal boundaries.” She grinned hugely. “I’m Ursula. You must be the Preacher-Man. Russell warned me that you’d be through.”


  “Russell locked me in the cellar!” With the kissing bandit, he didn’t add.


  “Yes, but you’re not in the cellar now,” said Ursula. “Have a seat, catch your breath. All the color’s gone from your face. Want some lemonade?”


  “No,” said Oliver. “I just want to get my boy and get out of here.”


  “No problem. Right through that door and up the stairs.” She dumped dough out of a bowl and started kneading it. “You know, I got a son. I know how you feel.”


  “I doubt that,” said Oliver.


  “Sure I do. I can guess what I’d feel like if my boy ran off to join your flock. Betrayed. Heartbroken, even.” She didn’t look up. “I hear those awful things you say about our people. Want to keep us pent up on those awful reserve-ranges, no food, no medicine, not much better than a prison camp. Just so you don’t have to see us walking the streets.” She waved her rolling pin. “Well, let me tell you something, Mr. Preacher-Man. I’m sorry if we push you outside your precious comfort zone, but we got a right to live here. We own this place, fair and square, and you ain’t taking it from us.”


  “I never said I wanted to keep you people penned up,” said Oliver defensively. “And I don’t want this house,” he lied. “Yes, I made an offer for it when it went up for sale, but it was too much hassle. I just thought that Furries would be more comfortable among other Furries than sprinkled all over the place in little enclaves.”


  “You ever been inside one of those reserve-ranges?” said Ursula. “They’re poison, I tell you. Poison for the soul. They kill you in ways you can’t imagine. You say that’s all we deserve, you say things like that so my little boy can hear them, you tell him on the radio every Sunday that humans hate him and want him to go back where he came from… what do you think that does to him? You think that makes it easier for me to bring him up?” The bread was flat. She draped a cloth over it.


  “Look, this is a human world,” said Oliver. “Always has been. You can’t expect that to change overnight…”


  “No, I don’t,” said Ursula. “And things are bad enough for Furries without people like you making it worse.”


  “I don’t have to listen to this,” said Oliver. “I just want my Dad back.”


  Ursula wiped her paws. “Your Dad?” she said. “What about your Dad?”


  “My son,” said Oliver. “Of course I meant my son. Just a slip of the tongue. I’m tired.” Still, he didn’t open the door.


  “I was so sorry to hear about your Dad,” said Ursula, shaking her head. “You’re so young, too. But it’ll be all right. You’ll see.”


  Oliver looked up at his Grandma Rose’s kitchen—the neat rows of pots, the huge woodstove, the figures in black standing around the table, mourning softly into their coffee and whiskey. Grandma Rose, in her big red apron, knelt in front of him and offered him a glass of lemonade. He took it. “How old are you, love?” said Grandma Rose.


  Oliver sniffed. “Twelve.”


  She stroked his hair. “So young. You’re right, it’s not fair. And it’s not all right, but it will be. I’m going to help take care of you for a while.” She looked him up and down. “And look how smart you look in your new suit.”


  Oliver wiped his eyes. “Will Uncle Stevie be at the funeral?” he said.


  She pursed her lips. “I don’t know, dear,” she said. “He’d have to come all the way from California, and… everything. And he and your father didn’t get along very well.”


  “But I haven’t seen him in years and years,” said Oliver.


  She sighed. “Listen, Oliver, there are some… things about your Uncle Stevie that you should know. Your Mom will tell you, when you’re older.”


  “Tell him what?” said a deep voice.


  Oliver looked up. Everyone in the family turned to look. “Uncle Stevie!” cried Oliver, running to him and almost bowling him over with a hug.


  Grandma Rose swept over to him. “Oh, Steven,” she said. “I’m so glad you came.” They hugged. Around the table, the other grownups looked twitchy and uncomfortable, but Oliver didn’t care. “How’s…”


  “He’s fine,” said Uncle Stevie. “He… couldn’t make it, though. Far too much to do.” He glanced significantly over towards the table, where the mourners looked everywhere but at him.


  “Is he going to be at the church?” whispered an elderly aunt from the table. Stevie heard it and ignored it, but Oliver did not.


  A few minutes later, his mother came in and led Oliver away. Later, at the funeral, he only saw Uncle Stevie from a distance, and then Uncle Stevie flew back home.


  “The colors all gone from your face again, dear,” said Ursula. “I’m sorry if I offended you, but…”


  Oliver snapped back to the present. He took a deep breath, but nothing followed it. He had no words.


  When he did speak, he said, “I’m sorry for what I said about your son.”


  She eyed him suspiciously. “What?”


  “I said, I’m sorry.” He opened the door and stumbled through before she could say anything, and closed it behind him.


  


  He was on a wooden flight of stairs. Get a grip, he thought as he ascended. You don’t owe these people a thing. They stole your son. Stay focused on that.


  He wondered what Uncle Stevie was doing. God, the guy would have to be… almost seventy now. It was years before he learned why the rest of the family had disowned him, and even then it had taken some time for him to realize that it wasn’t something he’d done to offend.


  He betrayed the family, he thought firmly. Betrayed our trust and our values. He wasn’t one of us, and I’ll be damned if I’ll lose my son the same way.


  The stairs led to a shotgun hallway with doors on either side, ending in a T-intersection that led to a balcony over the grand staircase. So, Russell could have just send him up the main stairway instead of sending him through the basement. Anger rose hotly in him, and he remembered his mission.


  Sue this place to the ground, he thought. By the time I’m done, I’m going to own every stick of this house.


  Some of the doors were ajar. There were bedrooms on either side, and Oliver glanced into one, curiously. The furniture was very ascetic, almost institutional. The Furries slept in bunk beds.


  A Fox-Man was asleep in one of the bunks. In another room, another Fox-Man strummed idly on an acoustic guitar. In the room opposite that one, a pair of Furries slept in the same bunk.


  They were spooned against each other. They were both male. One had a long, tiger-striped arm wrapped around the other.


  Oliver froze.


  He should have left the room and kept walking. “Furry” and “libertine” were positively synonymous—but to witness it, personally…


  They looked happy.


  One of them opened his eyes and looked unsteadily at Oliver. “Mm,” he murmured. “Hi.”


  “I was just…” babbled Oliver, “Sorry. I was… sorry.” He backed out of the room and closed the door. From the other side, he heard another murmur: “Who was that?” “Don’t know. Some skittish human.”


  Oliver leaned against the wall. Sweat trickled down his cheek, and the shadow at the back of his mind was tapping its foot again, impatient, angry. Go away, he thought. Just for once, go away and leave me alone.


  Never, said the shadow. You can’t be trusted. That much is clear. You couldn’t be trusted in college and you can’t be trusted now.


  “I tried.” It was a whisper. “I tried it your way, but… I was so unhappy… I was just…”


  He wiped his eyes. God, if a Furry came down this corridor right now and saw the almighty Reverend Oliver Borden in tears, he’d never hear the end of it. He was humiliated enough.


  Is that what you wanted? rumbled the shadow. You’d give up everything for that?


  “I can’t take it anymore.”


  “Hey, are you okay?”


  Oliver started.


  A Raccoon-Man had stuck his head out a bedroom door and was peering down the corridor at him. His handsome, furry face was pure concern, and his long sweeping tail rocked slowly back and forth.


  He was naked.


  Oliver fainted.


  


  Nighttime.


  Oliver lay in the cot, his bare body covered with a sheen of sweat. Moonlight streamed in the window. The mattress was thin, but amply comfortable. The blanket over him was soft, like alpaca or cashmere. The room was lit with an eerie and beautiful blue light.


  A furry arm embraced Oliver around his chest. A soft, heavy body pressed against him, holding him tight. The Raccoon-Man breathed evenly and steadily, and Oliver wondered if he’d gone to sleep. But then the Raccoon-Man’s paw stroked his chest, and the Raccoon-Man made a soft, humming sound and rested his chin on Oliver’s shoulder.


  “Feel better?” he murmured.


  “Much,” sighed Oliver. He rolled over onto his back so that he could hold the Raccoon-Man to his chest. The Raccoon-Man’s fur was soft and downy, and he lay against Oliver like a heavy blanket, his pelt and tail still a little damp. They kissed.


  How Oliver lived for these moments, when the Shadow’s attention had turned away. He ached for them. And once in a while, just a little, he was able to slip the door open and escape into the world where he knew he belonged, where the Shadow had no power. Maybe it would be for just a few minutes, maybe for just a few seconds, but even for those few seconds, he was free in his dreams.


  The Raccoon-Man bit gently at his chest. “So do you want to go again?”


  “Oh yes.”


  The Raccoon-Man’s paws slid down his body and rested between his legs. Oliver gasped. He squeezed his eyes shut and shuddered. Yes, oh yes. He clutched at the Raccoon-Man’s back, and when he opened his eyes, it was daylight.


  A headache pierced his skull like a railroad spike. His hands flew up and clutched his temples. He shook in bed as if electrocuted, and then slumped back against the mattress like a rag.


  He opened his eyes.


  He was laying in the cot, all right, but he was alone. It was daytime, and there were no blankets. Nor was he naked, thank God—he wore his clothes, though his shirt had been unbuttoned. Slowly, he put his hand down the front of his trousers. It came out wet.


  He rolled over.


  The Raccoon-Man was sitting at a desk, wearing a robe. He looked at Oliver as the preacher-man rolled over, and got up as Oliver was looking him up and down.


  “You’re looking a bit better. It’s okay, I’m a Healer. My name’s Sophius.”


  “Sophius? Oliver rubbed his eyes. “What happened?”


  “Well, on the whole I’d say you had a panic attack,” said Sophius. “Doesn’t look too serious. Do you want us to call a doctor for you?”


  “Mm-mm.” Oliver looked around. “How long have I been here?” he murmured.


  “Not long. A few minutes. You just took one look at me and fainted. I thought you were having a stroke.”


  “Was I here…” He licked his lips, “in the moonlight?”


  “Moonlight?” Sophius knelt next to the bed. “Did you bump your head?”


  “No,” said Oliver. He shouldered himself up. “No, I’m fine. I just saw… forget it. ”


  “Nothing to worry about—just catch your breath. Are you here to walk the Labyrinth?”


  “Uh huh,” said Oliver.


  “Good. It’ll do you a lot of good. What you’re feeling now is normal enough. These confrontations can’t be easy.”


  “Confrontations? What?” murmured Oliver. He still felt woozy.


  “Sure. Just like any other form of therapy. The hardest part is facing the fears and anxieties that brought you here.” He looked into each of Olivers eyes, then checked his pulse. “You’re recovering nicely.”


  “What do you mean, therapy?” said Oliver, struggling up. “I’m not crazy. I’m just here to collect my son and get out of here. I don’t want… therapy.” “You don’t?” The Raccoon-Man’s eyebrows rumpled. “Then why are you walking the Labyrinth?”


  “Because my son’s in there!”


  “Hm.” The Raccoon-Man looked thoughtful. He stood up.


  The shadow in Oliver’s mind grew hostile and angry. He cowered before


  “The hell is Russell playing at?” murmured the Raccoon-Man. “What’s your name?”


  “Oliver,” said Oliver. “The Reverend Oliver Borden.” He punched each word, gratified at the expression of fear and concern that took over Sophius’s face. Good to know that someone here respected him. He struggled to his feet.


  “I see,” said Sophius. He looked Oliver up and down. “Well, you’ve gotten this far. I suppose you’ve already been told that your son is a grown man capable of making his own decisions.”


  “Yup.”


  “And you’ve had people arguing with you that we aren’t as we say you are in your sermons and books.”


  “Yup.”


  “And it hasn’t changed your mind one bit.”


  “Nope.”


  The Shadow backed off, mollified. Internally, Oliver breathed a sigh of relief. Externally, he betrayed nothing.


  “All right. Then here’s my prescription.”


  “I don’t want your…”


  “Go home, Oliver.” Sophius sat down heavily at his desk again. “Go home and leave your son alone. He doesn’t need you, and trying to walk the Labyrinth in your condition could hurt you. I don’t know what you’ve got bottled up in there, but I don’t think you have the strength to take it on. ”


  Oliver buttoned his shirt, glaring at Sophius with naked hostility. “I can take anything you furries can dish out.”


  “No, you can’t, Oliver.” Sophius made a fist to punch a point, but whatever he was going to say ebbed away, leaving him deflated. “All right. But if this comes back around to bite you, I’m going straight to Russell with the biggest, meanest ‘I told you so’ I can muster. And you have no choice but to consider yourself forewarned. As for your mental state… I don’t recommend you march off into the maze in your condition, but if you feel weak at all, come back here and take an empty bed and get some rest.”


  “Thank you. I’m sure that won’t be necessary,” said Oliver, relaxing a little. At least this one wouldn’t try to talk him into or out of anything.


  Sophius opened the door. “Down the hall, to the left, balcony exit,” he said. “Good luck.”


  “Thanks.” Oliver turned to go, and Sophius kissed him on the cheek.


  


  I should have belted him, thought Oliver. As soon as he kissed me, I should have knocked his muzzle in.


  Still, the Shadow was not assuaged. It still stood at the edge of his mind, glaring at him, and Oliver’s anger could not make it go away.


  The kiss had been nice. Maybe it was just how Furries said good-bye to each other. Like in Hollywood, where everyone kisses everyone else on the cheek. Besides, Sophius didn’t even like him. Just a peck on the cheek. Didn’t mean anything. Couldn’t have meant anything.


  The Shadow was enraged, and Oliver felt it burn.


  He opened the door at the end of the corridor, and sunlight streamed upon him. The Shadow shrank away.


  The grounds of the Center lay before him like a map. A wide yard bound by tall hedges rolled right up to the house, and a dozen or so Furries were at play in the sun. They splashed in wading pools and read in the shade and called to their children not to hit each other with claws out. They emerged from orchards bearing baskets of oranges and lemons—presumably for more of Ursula’s lemonade—and plucked corn and cabbage from small gardens plotted carefully along the hedgerow.


  Beyond them was the Labyrinth.


  Oliver had seen hedge mazes before, and this wasn’t a comparatively big one. He followed its path with a finger in the air and discovered that its solution was easy—all the dead-ends were visible from the intersections. It was just a matter of walking the path.


  It was idyllic and peaceful, and Oliver found himself gripping the railing hard enough to get splinters. He steamed with jealousy. They were so… happy. He yearned for their happiness.


  And there stood the Shadow, blazing away, standing between him and…


  He covered his eyes. The Furries were manipulating him. Of course. Keep that in mind. They were the enemy and wanted to neutralize him as a threat. They were brainwashing him.


  The Shadow backed off.


  “I’m a happy man,” he murmured. “I’m happy with my family. With my ministry. I help people. I love my wife. I love my children.” Leave me alone, he wept inwardly, just leave me alone.


  The Shadow hadn’t burned like this for a long time. There was a time in his life when he’d seen it as a defender, a barrier between himself and all the horrors that tempted him. It carried a sword and kept him disciplined and steady on his path. He’d never seen it lash out like this.


  Not since college.


  He looked over the Labyrinth and smiled. Maybe an hour, and he’d be out of here. He’d have his son with him. Then he’d call an entire battalion of attorneys and make sure this place could tempt no more.


  He descended into the maze. The hedge walls rose high on either side, and he started down the path.


  A hedge maze doesn’t look like much to the person walking it—just the verge on either side and the upcoming intersections, all blended together in a riot of green leaves and colorful flowers. Still, it had a tranquility to it that put Oliver’s fevered mind at ease. This could even be fun, he thought, remembering the corn mazes of Oklahoma he used to play in as a child…


  The Shadow burned. Oliver felt a brief hot anger, but pushed his rage aside.


  He turned a corner and looked down a long corridor with a dead-end. At the end of the corridor was a rippling reflecting pool, lined with stones and lilies, and edged with tulips. Oliver approached it, knowing there had to be a turn at the end, but he reached the edge of the pool without finding one.


  This is crazy, he thought. There’s only one path. Had he missed something?


  He turned to go back, and was a little surprised to see Gabriel there, sitting calmly on a stone bench, eating an orange. He glared at Gabriel, his eyes burning, the Shadow alive and angry in his mind.


  “What are you doing here?” he said.


  Gabriel ate an orange segment and grinned. “Russell thought you could use a guide. No offense, but you are a human, after all.”


  “I don’t need a guide,” sneered Oliver. “I’m just a little turned around.”


  “Sure, you are,” said Gabriel. “What’s the way through, then?”


  “Well, I must have missed a turn somewhere. I’m sure I’ll find it.”


  “You didn’t miss a turn,” said Gabriel. “You’re thinking like a human.” He pointed at the reflecting pool. “There’s your way through.”


  Oliver looked at it. It was pretty, but it wasn’t a route. “Very nice,” he said.


  “Dive into the pool. There’s a tunnel under the surface. Goes straight ahead to the next path.”


  “Dive into the pool?” Oliver stared. “The path is through the pool?”


  “The only path there is,” said Gabriel. He looked pleased with himself.


  Oliver folded his arms. “I’m not diving into that mucky water,” he said. “This is an eight hundred dollar suit,”


  “So take the suit off.”


  Oliver sneered. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Oliver Borden, running around a hedge maze in his underwear. Bet you got all kinds of cameras to show that.”


  “No cameras,” said Gabriel. “There’s just us. I never lied to you before, I’m not lying now.”


  “Well, I’m not jumping into the water,” said Oliver. “That’s just… silly.”


  “Fine,” said Gabriel. “We’ll tell your boy that you came to see him, but didn’t want to because you were afraid of getting your clothes wet.” He stood up and approached the preacher. “You decide, Oliver Borden—your eight hundred dollar suit, or your son?”


  He swept past Oliver and leaped into the water. It closed over his head. He didn’t surface.


  God dammit, thought Oliver.


  The water did look nice and cool…


  The Shadow blazed in his mind.


  It’s my son, Oliver told the Shadow. You can’t fight the love I have for my son.


  He leaped.


  Water closed over his head. It was cold, but not as cold as he thought it would be. It was lit with the brilliance of a thousand scattered sunbeams. He swam towards the surface and took a deep breath.


  He looked up the face of the cliff he’d just leaped from. Half a dozen boys in swim trunks were staring down at him from a height of about thirty feet, with expressions of mixed shock and amazement.


  “Come on down!” he shouted. “The water’s fine!”


  “You’re fucking crazy!” Lou was the ringleader of their little gang most of the time, but not today. Today, it was all about Oliver—fourteen year old Oliver, usually scared of his own shadow, who had wet his pants when one of the other campers had unexpectedly turned out the lights… Oliver was back on top.


  He paddled to the edge of the quarry and clambered up on the grassy banking. He had fallen a long way, far enough to experience freefall, but the other campers were winding their way down the path towards him, too chicken to jump into the water from that height. It was all about the Grand Gesture, he thought. All about taking a step that no one else would, and making sure everyone’s watching.


  The Shadow in his mind was pleased. For a moment, guilt and shame didn’t exist for Oliver, under the tall pines, wearing nothing but his swim trunks, feeling nothing but triumph. He had a feeling he’d experienced his last swirlie. He knew that his friends would never admit their fear for him, just as he’d never admit his fear for himself as he’d leaped.


  Lou hadn’t climbed down the cliff. He still stood at the top, looking into the water with an expression of terror. He’ll be down in a moment, thought Oliver. He’ll be right down…


  Then, to everyone’s surprise, Lou backed off about ten feet and dove from the top of the cliff.


  He hit the water like a lesson in gravity. Oliver was halfway to his feet before Lou surfaced, shaking water out of his ears. Lou raised a fist. “Woo!”


  The Shadow tapped its foot. Oliver wiped water out of his eyes. Lou had just rendered his achievement pedestrian. Now the others were on the grassy banking with him, watching Lou paddle gamely to shore.


  Oliver saw something floating in the middle of the quarry. Pile of leaves? Branch? No, wrong color. It was red. Lou put his hands to the side of the banking and pulled himself out of the water just as Oliver identified the object.


  “Lou, those are your trunks!”


  Lou stood in a half-circle of all his friends, wearing nothing but a growing expression of horror. As Oliver watched, the trunks slowly disappeared out of sight.


  “My keys,” said Lou, weakly, as his only clothes sank out of sight, under a hundred feet of water, never to be seen again.


  Then the laughter began.


  The laughter wasn’t the sound of someone enjoying a joke. It was sick laughter, hysterical laughter, frightened laughter. They all laughed, because they were all a little scared and a little crazy. They laughed at Lou, who cringed like an animal. Lou’s position as leader was challenged. He tried to rise to the challenge and only made things worse. Now he was just part of the herd, and Oliver remained the King. Never before had pride so magnificently marched before a fall.


  “Hey, it’s not funny!” shouted Lou, cupping… himself… in both hands. “Come on, get me a towel!”


  Oliver stood there with an idiotic grin on his face. He made no move to fetch a towel.


  Lou had been their leader by simple fact of being bigger than them. Standing half a head taller was a mark of status for any fourteen-year-old. Now, he was cringing and small, and the others could look down at him. With a final cry, he turned and leaped back into the quarry. “I said, get me a fucking towel!”


  The sunlight sparkled. The day was hot and dry. “I’ll get it,” said Oliver, turning away quickly and heading back up the banking.


  He was, after all, wearing swimming trunks. His erection would be plain for all to see if he didn’t put some distance between him and the others.


  As he climbed the hill, the Shadow sank its claws into him again. They hurt. They cut deep, to the bone. Savor your leadership, whispered the Shadow. Don’t distract yourself.


  Guilt and shame returned and settled on him. I have to be a man, he thought. When I’m not a man, the Shadow hurts. The more of a man I am, the more the Shadow leaves me alone.


  The Shadow left him alone now, as he gathered the towels from the cliff top. He carried them down the slope back to the others, then dove back into the water. Cold water was supposed to deal with that sort of thing at least, that was what he’d heard. Still, no one had noticed. Too busy ragging on Lou, who scrambled to the banking and wrapped himself up, humiliated beyond the endurance of any 14-year-old.


  He dove under and swam. He swam through sunbeams broken like starlight. He swam past rocks and ridges and a car that had fallen into the water long ago. He swam past reeds and rushes, and swam upwards through sunlight and into fresh air again.


  He wiped hair out of his eyes and clambered clumsily onto the grass. Gabriel sat on a small park bench on the other side. He clapped his paws together. “Very good, Mr. Borden!” he said. “Now, that wasn’t such a torment, was it?”


  Oliver shook his head. The water was nice in the heat of the day, and he hadn’t been under more than ten seconds…


  He pulled off his jacket and put it aside. Air moved past his wet shirt, and he sat heavily on the bench.


  “You look better without all that gel in your hair, anyway,” said Gabriel. “What’s with the brown study?”


  Oliver shrugged. He didn’t have words for it. It hung there in the air in front of him, just out of reach. The Shadow stood behind him, arms folded, looking ready to rage.


  “There was a time,” he murmured, “when I saw it as a protector. A soldier. It kept me safe.”


  Gabriel’s brow furrowed. “Saw what?”


  “But now it’s really getting on my nerves,” whispered Oliver. He raked his hands through his hair. Why can’t you leave me alone? he thought. Why do I have to suffer?


  Gabriel tilted his head. “Oliver?”


  “All the things I could have done,” said Oliver. “It made me this.” He got up. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get this over with.”


  “All right.” Gabriel got up and shook down. Oliver licked his lips. Gabriel tossed his hair and gestured. “Come on,” he said, rounding a corner. “This way.”


  They reached a small clearing, with a pair of benches flanking a twenty-foot flagpole. Gabriel picked up a pile of cloth from one of the benches. “Before I give you this,” he said, “I wanted to talk to you.”


  “Huh?” Oliver rousted himself from his reverie.


  “I know this is a hard path to walk, but you’re not walking it alone. I’m with you, every inch of the way. And I’m on your side. I know you don’t want to believe that, but it’s true. No one here wants to hurt you. We knew you were hurting from the moment you walked in the door.”


  The Shadow grew angry, and Oliver glared at Gabriel hotly. “I’m not hurting,” he said. “I don’t need your psychobabble to make me happy. I’m perfectly capable of controlling…” He broke off.


  “Controlling your protector?” said Gabriel, after a polite pause. “Controlling your soldier?”


  “Yes!”


  Gabriel shook his head. “I think your soldier is controlling you,” he said. “I think he didn’t want you to get into that pool, because he knew that if you did, you’d start to break free from him. You won’t be able to leave the Labyrinth without going back through that pool, after all. You can talk to me. You can tell me. I’m your friend. ”


  Oliver jerked his hand away. “We’re not friends,” he said. “I just want my son back.” The sentence lacked the conviction of the last few times he’d said it.


  “As you wish,” said Gabriel. “But there are other challenges ahead, other battles that will give you the tools to fight whatever darkness is plaguing you.


  Every cell in Oliver’s body screamed for him to reach out to this Furry who was only trying to help. He was lost and afraid and seven years old again, and the Shadow that protected him was now a monster seeking to devour him…


  He wiped his nose.


  “Not now,” he said. “Maybe not ever, but not now, all right?”


  “All right.” Gabriel handed him the flag. “Run it up,” he said.


  Oliver took the flag to the pole and hooked it up. He ran the flag up the pole, and it unfurled—a white flag with a red circle imprinted with the number “1.”


  “Come on,” said Gabriel. He held out a paw. Without thinking, Oliver took it. The Shadow didn’t even notice.


  


  They walked into a flower garden. Absently, Gabriel bent down and plucked a black-eyed Susan. He trimmed the stem and tucked it behind his ear. The Shadow in Oliver’s mind let out an offended grunt, but Oliver ignored it. He wanted a flower, too. He wanted to tuck a flower behind his ear, but the Shadow would go into a fit. It was already outraged enough at the thought.


  I can’t help it, he thought. I can’t. I wish I could. I’ve tried for so long, and now… what’s the point?


  The next corridor was narrow, and a bit of a squeeze. In front of them, the trail descended steeply into a narrow tunnel. Gabriel gave Oliver’s hand a squeeze. “I know you don’t like dark places,” he said.


  “It’s all right,” said Oliver. “Just get it over with.”


  “You trust me?”


  “I have to, don’t I?”


  They descended into the tunnel. There were three inches of stagnant water on the floor and the walls were slippery and wet. Oliver didn’t want to touch the wall, but he wanted to know where it was, so he ran a hand along it. Slime dripped down his arm and off his elbow. Every once in a while, a pair of sparkling eyes would look back at him.


  “You okay?”


  “I’m fine. ”


  The tunnel twisted to the left. “We’ve got a climb ahead of us,” said Gabriel. “Can you climb a rope?”


  “Not really,” said Oliver.


  “All right. Then I’ll go first. Are you going to be all right down here on your own?”


  “I guess so.”


  “Take hold of this.” Oliver felt the end of a rope in his hands, and he gripped it tight. “Be right back,” said Gabriel from above.


  A moment later, light beamed down. Oliver looked up. He could see Gabriel scrambling up the rope above him, but he soon swung out of sight. He stood in the tunnel, holding the lifeline, hoping nothing was coming towards him through the darkness…


  “Okay, wind the rope around your wrists and hang on tight,” called Gabriel from a million miles away.


  Oliver did, and the rope pulled him up of its own accord. He felt himself rising out of darkness and into light, and he blinked. The hedge rose all around him, verdant green surrounding him and a black pit below him, and Gabriel pulled the rope higher and higher until he was above the leaves.


  He looked down. That was a long way. A broken leg if he let go, at least. Someone grabbed the back of his shirt and swung him, and he landed feet first onto a platform that spanned the hedge. He and Gabriel fell to the planking in a tumble of arms and legs.


  They disentangled each other, and Oliver looked down at his shirt. It was ruined. Gabriel, damn him, still seemed pretty clean, except for his feet, but he hadn’t needed to grope the wall to find his way. Gabriel pushed Oliver’s hair out of his eyes and said, “Okay, man?”


  “Okay,” said Oliver. He looked at his hands, which felt a little rope-burned. Gabriel took them and examined them, then rubbed Oliver’s palms gently. Oliver closed his eyes, took a deep breath, braced himself for the outrage of the Shadow. When it came, he withstood the blast.


  Was it getting weaker, or was he growing stronger?


  Oliver looked around. There was a nice view from here, but he couldn’t see the entire maze, and couldn’t see the center.


  “Get in, get your son, get out,” he murmured to himself. That was what he wanted to do. Wanted to do? Or needed to do, to survive the abuse of the Shadow?


  What if he didn’t want to leave right away? What if he was enjoying the maze and wanted to linger?


  “What’s wrong?” said Gabriel. “Heights? ”


  “No, I’ve never had a problem with heights…” This was true. Not after a certain cliff at summer camp. “I don’t know what I’m doing anymore.”


  “You’re going to see your son. Discipline, remember? You’re going to drag him out of here.”


  When Gabriel said it, it sounded unpleasant and ugly. It sounded wrong. It sounded like a huge mistake. “Don’t say it like that,” he said.


  “You can’t force your boy to follow your path,” said Gabriel. “He’s made his decision.”


  “I don’t want to force him,” said Oliver. “I never did. I wanted him to come to my path on his own. The farther he strayed, the tighter I tried to hang on… when I heard that he was coming here every day, I thought I was losing him.”


  “You haven’t lost him yet,” said Gabriel, resting a paw on Oliver’s hand. “But you will, if you keep trying to force him to be something he’s not. Make your boy choose between your love and who he really is, and you’ll destroy whatever relationship you have.”


  “I knew he’d be gone when I got up this morning,” said Oliver. “We had such a fight yesterday… you wouldn’t believe it. Gabriel, he’s all I have.”


  Gabriel looked at his paw on Oliver’s hand. Oliver didn’t pull away. Gabriel tilted his head.


  “You made the choice, didn’t you? Between your father and who you really are.”


  Oliver bowed his head. “Yes,” he said.


  “Was it the right choice?”


  Oliver rubbed his eyes. “I don’t know. This morning, I would have said…” Morning. Oliver looked around. “What time is it?”


  “Almost lunchtime,” said Gabriel. “A little after noon. Why?”


  “Feels like I’ve been here forever,” said Oliver. “Days and days.”


  Gabriel shrugged. “There’s the house,” he said, pointing. “And there’s the center.” He pointed again. “We’re about halfway there.”


  “What’s wrong with me?” said Oliver. “What are you doing to me?”


  “How long it takes to walk the Labyrinth depends on how far you have to go to find what you’re looking for,” said Gabriel. “You came in search of your son, and I guess you have a long, long way to travel.”


  “That’s stupid,” said Oliver. “This is a hedge maze. It’s geography. It’s… it’s a place.”


  “Is it?” said Gabriel. “And your mind has been entirely focused on your path since the moment you got here? ”


  Oliver gripped the railing even tighter, and Gabriel put his arm around him. “It’s all right,” he said. “It’s all real. Don’t be afraid. I’m here with you. I’m your guide.”


  “I don’t want to do this anymore,” said Oliver. Tears streaked his face. “I just want to go home.”


  “All right. That’s okay. I’ll walk you out of here. It’ll only take a few minutes.”


  Oliver didn’t let go of the railing. He looked out across the riot of flowers and hedges that made up the Labyrinth.


  He found himself wondering what would happen if he pressed on. What else would he see? What would he feel?


  When he reached his son, would they be able to communicate again?


  Walk the maze, he thought, get your son back. Leave now, lose him forever.


  The Shadow burned in his mind, leaving behind deep, angry marks on his soul. He shuddered.


  “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “But my boy is more important to me than you are. What happens to me isn’t important, as long as I can reach him.”


  With that, he dealt the Shadow its first blow since it had formed around him. With that, the Shadow howled its rage, experiencing defeat for the first time. It was hateful. It was ugly. It writhed and thrashed and made a huge mess of the place, and the whole time, Oliver just gripped the railing around the platform and shook.


  He looked at Gabriel, who blurred in front of him. “Take me in deeper,” he said. “I want to finish this.”


  Gabriel looked him up and down, and then, to Oliver’s surprise, gave him a hug. It was a quick one, a soft one, and Oliver was aware of how silky Gabriel’s fur was. Still, Gabriel meant reassurance, not affection—even a mind as deep in turmoil as Oliver’s could read that.


  “I’ll help you,” said Gabriel softly. “But I have a feeling that I’m not the only one reaching out for you right now. You have to choose, Oliver. The Labyrinth has only one path, but we have many. We make our choices, we take our chances.”


  How could Oliver ever have told Gabriel what he really wanted? The language didn’t exist in his mind. He’d carved it out, forcefully, to avoid the wrath of the Shadow. Oliver took Gabriel’s paw again, and this time Oliver led.


  


  The path leveled out. They passed through another sublime garden, and this time Oliver put a flower behind his own ear. I want to see, he told the Shadow simply, when the Shadow roared again. I want to know what it’s like.


  Around the corner, the ground had no grass. Instead, there was thirty feet of mud, from hedge to hedge. The only bridge was a row of two-by-fours, on edge, from support to support.


  Oliver looked at it. He had weak knees and, occasionally, a bad back, and he had no idea how to get across this thing. Gabriel hopped up onto the board.


  “Crouch low,” he said. “Keep your arms out, but keep them low, too. Most people make the mistake of standing up straight and holding their arms out straight, like a cross. But their center of gravity is too high and their balance always overcompensates.”


  And he scurried across the balance beam.


  Dammit, thought Oliver. He stepped up onto the beam, crouching low, realizing too late that his dirty shoes were still slick with algae from the tunnel, and didn’t have much grip anyway. He wished he had some sneakers at hand.


  One foot in front of the other, he inched his way along the beam. Sometimes he felt his balance start to abandon him. Sometimes he wanted to stand up and take the pressure off his knees. His calves were getting tired. Sweat rolled down his face and sparkled on his neck. His hair hung down in front of his eyes.


  He looked up to see how far along he was, and saw Gabriel, holding out both paws, encouraging him. Come on, come on.


  Gabriel was beautiful. He was snowy white and his gown hung on him like the wings of an angel.


  The Shadow screamed. Oliver missed a step. He straightened up too fast, his arms pinwheeled. He tried to crouch back down, but he was no acrobat. He took a deep breath, adrenaline surging through him, as his sense of balance became a lost cause.


  Hell with it, he thought, and the mud closed over his head.


  He surfaced, flailing, wiping his eyes and spitting, and Gabriel was sitting on the ground and roaring with laughter. The laughter of a Furry, he thought. What a beautiful sound. The howls of a happy Furry.


  And the Shadow just stood there, staring, eyes wide, in blank, blank shock.


  Gabriel scurried out onto the beam and stretched a paw down. “Are you okay?” he said. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be laughing… ”


  Oliver sat up. He shouldered Gabriel in the legs. Gabriel stuck a foot out to compensate, but it was woefully inadequate. He sat down in the mud with a splat.


  He looked down at himself, and then at his paws, and then picked at his robes. He looked at Oliver, dumbfounded.


  “Missed a spot,” said Oliver, grabbing him by the shoulders and pushing him under.


  Gabriel wriggled out of his grasp, laughing, rolling him over and sinking him under the surface. They wrestled. Gabriel was entangled in his robes, but Oliver had lost his shoes. They were somewhere in the sludge. No one cared where. Oliver splatted mud into Gabriel’s face—’’You’ve deserved that since you kissed me”—and Gabriel returned it— “You’ve deserved that since that awful sermon”—and the two of them writhed and fought and laughed under the blazing sunshine. The mud was cool. Neither of them gave a damn.


  Oliver pulled Gabriel out of the mud by his robes and looked into his face. He brushed a lock of hair away from Gabriel’s muzzle.


  He kissed him.


  Of all the things Gabriel might have been expecting, a kiss probably wasn’t one of them. Yet Oliver kissed him, lips against Gabriel’s muzzle, tongue in Gabriel’s mouth. Only when Oliver disengaged, a stupefied look in his eyes, did Gabriel kiss back. The pair of them embraced, in the mud, holding each other and kissing like long-lost lovers.


  Oliver tangled his fingers in Gabriel’s twisted locks as if afraid to let go. Gabriel ran his paws under Oliver’s shirt. Buttons burst up Oliver’s front as the threads gave way. Cloth tore. Oliver gasped as Gabriel ran his rough paws over Oliver’s bare back. He felt them slide into his belt, and rocked back. A wet, slimy paw slid down the front of his pants and cradled his crotch. He moaned, and a shudder ran through his body. With a splat, he fell away from Gabriel, and crawled weakly through the mud towards the verge, struggling as if shot through the heart.


  The Shadow had lost control, and by God, it was going to take it back. Guilt and shame crushed in on him from all sides. He felt as if he was drowning. His heart was hammering. Behind him, Gabriel stood up and waded towards him. “Oliver? What’s wrong? I thought that was nice.”


  Oliver sobbed.


  Gabriel put a paw on Oliver’s shoulder. “Oliver, don’t. Come on. Don’t be afraid.”


  “I tried so hard,” cried Oliver.


  “I know you did,” said Gabriel, who probably had no idea what Oliver was talking about. “Come on. It’s all right. No one’s hurt. Okay?”


  Oliver couldn’t hear him. The Shadow was punishing him. The Shadow was crushing him.


  He tore away from Gabriel and ran away through the maze.


  


  One couldn’t get lost in the maze, but one could get turned around and wind up back at the beginning. So Oliver had no idea where he was when he burst into a small clearing, with a handsome reflecting pool surrounded by orange marigolds.


  “I don’t want to be like this anymore!” he cried. He tore away the shreds of his shirt and flung them aside. Sinking to his knees, he ran both his hands through the muck in his hair and flung it away from him. Then he threw himself into the grass.


  The grass smelled nice.


  He lifted his head a little. The pool was idyllic. It was as if the entire setting was telling him to calm down and get a grip.


  Oliver looked down at his body. He was plastered with primordial ooze. He didn’t have any shoes, his belt was broken, and his trousers wouldn’t stay up on their own. Eight hundred dollar suit, he thought ruefully. He peeled off the remains of his clothes, stood naked in the clearing for a moment, then dove into the reflecting pool.


  It was deep and cool, and he rinsed the mud from his hair and washed it off his skin. He couldn’t get very clean. He had mud in places that he didn’t even know were there, and getting it all out of his hair was a job for an industrial shampoo. He had no idea what he was going to do for clothes. Not like anyone would notice a pasty-white televangelist stumbling around, he thought. No more crazy than anything else he’d seen today.


  He clambered out of the reflecting pool, sprawled in the grass, and wished he was dead.


  “Ollie?”


  Oliver looked up and rubbed his eyes. “Eh?”


  “Ollie, I came to talk to you.”


  Oliver stood up suddenly, grinning. “Caine!” he cried, spreading his arms. There he was, stepping through the gap in the hedge. His hair was blond and thick, and his face was angular. He was twenty-two years old, and he was wearing a tweed suit and carrying a small suitcase. He put the suitcase down and touched the brim of his hat.


  Oliver hugged Caine, and the football player felt just as warm in his arms as ever. They kissed, deeply, passionately, and Oliver ran his fingers through Caines locks. Caine still smelled like aftershave and hand lotion, and no matter how much he shaved, he couldn’t get all the stubble off his upper lip. Caine returned the embrace and the kiss, and Oliver knew he’d love Caine forever.


  “Nice suit,” he said, touching the material. “You visiting home for a while?”


  “Not exactly,” said Caine. He looked uncomfortable. “I’m leaving the University.”


  “Leaving?” Oliver’s brow furrowed. Caine couldn’t leave. If he left, Oliver would be all alone. Caine made this place more bearable. No one else shared their secret.


  “This is no place for us, lover. I mean… I’m glad I met you. I’m thrilled I met you. You’ve opened my eyes to so many things, awakened my body to passions that I…” He shook his head. “I’m sorry. You know that if we’re found out, we’ll be expelled, and I can’t live like that. Not now, not after all you’ve shown me.”


  “Wh… where will you go?” said Oliver, his whole world collapsing.


  “California, for a while,” said Caine. “I think I’d be more comfortable there. I’ve made friends with some people in West Hollywood. They’ll let me stay with them until I’m on my feet. One of them even thinks he can get me a job.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll come for you,” he said. “When everything is set up, I’ll come back and get you out of this hellhole, and we’ll…”


  “But I… I don’t want to leave.” Oliver backed away from Caine and sat down heavily on his bunk. “This isn’t a hellhole, it’s my home. These are my people. It’s where I belong.”


  Caine looked hurt. His face pinched. “Is that what you think? That these are your people? Will they still be your people when they find out you’re gay?”


  Oliver looked hotly at Caine. Rage seethed in his mind. Wherever he was, his father was glaring down upon him with eyes that burned his cheeks red. “Well, maybe I’m not gay, then,” he said.


  Caine relaxed. “You don’t mean that,” he said. “Look, you’re angry, you’re scared, I understand…”


  “I’m not scared!” Oliver practically shouted it. “I’m not scared, and I’m not leaving.”


  There was a long silence. Caine looked down at Oliver. Oliver did not look back up. He was betrayed, rejected, offended. He wasn’t going to walk away from all his friends and family and everything he’d worked for to chase some… youthful indiscretion out to California. For a moment, Caine looked ready to give a speech, but in the end he just sighed and said, “I love you, Oliver Borden. I always will.” He adjusted his hat. “Bye.”


  He left. The closing of the door of Oliver’s dorm room was like a knife in Oliver’s heart. With a monumental effort of will, he did not cry. He would not miss Caine, not one bit. His life was all planned, and by God, he was going to live it that way. Caine was gone—one less temptation in his life.


  Sprawled in the grass in the clearing, he wept tears that he’d waited almost thirty years to cry.


  It isn’t going to work, is it? He thought. It isn’t going to happen the way I wanted it to happen. I’m going to have to do it, every inch of the way.


  He reached towards the pool and plucked a flower. It was pretty. He touched it to his nose. He gathered another flower.


  He started weaving.


  In a few minutes, he had a small wreath, with gold and yellow flowers and soft leaves. As if crowning a king, he rested it on his head.


  He thought of Adam and Eve in their Garden, how they went naked without shame, and how knowledge gave them shame. It was the wrong kind of knowledge, then, he thought, no one should be made to feel this way. He felt low and slimy. He wasn’t Adam. He was the Serpent. He wanted to ruin this place because he couldn’t have it for his own.


  “Oliver.”


  Oliver looked up from where he lay. Gabriel stood there, at the entrance to the clearing. He looked as if he’d rinsed off somewhere, but his fur and face were still streaked with mud. He held up a gown. “I brought you a robe.”


  “What, you went back to the house?”


  Gabriel grinned. “It’s a rare human who makes it across the mud untouched. No, there’s a locker here in the Labyrinth. It’s a Novice robe, of course. Russell would shit himself if I gave you a ranking robe.”


  Oliver got up. He was desperately tired. He took the robe and pulled it on. It billowed on him and felt as if he was wearing nothing at all, but he was covered.


  He bowed his head. “I’m sorry.”


  “For what? I thought it was nice, and then… you just took off.”


  “That’s what I’m sorry for,” said Oliver.


  Gabriel reached for him, but he shied away.


  “Not now,” he said. “Not yet. Please.”


  Gabriel let his paw drop. “Tell me,” he said, very gently.


  They sat in the grass.


  “I wanted… I guess I thought you would seduce me,” he said. “I was hoping you would. I mean, I thought that’s what you people did.”


  Gabriel smiled. “And if I seduced you, you wouldn’t have to take responsibility for what happened next.”


  Oliver shook his head. “Stupid, isn’t it?” He wiped his eyes. “You can’t know what it’s been like… to yearn for the life you people lead, and not be able to have it for myself.”


  “But you can,” said Gabriel. “There are humans at the Center and you’re welcome to use the Labyrinth any time…”


  “That’s… not what I mean. I mean… it’s available to me, yes. But… up here…” He tapped his forehead. “There’s a monster in me, Gabriel. It’s made of guilt, and shame, and rage. And it doesn’t want me here. And every time I start to take pleasure from this place, it attacks me. I’m helpless. I can’t do anything about it.”


  He thought Gabriel would scoff, but the Furry was still just looking at him patiently, intently, quietly absorbing what was said. “Is that why you hated us for so long?”


  Oliver nodded. “I couldn’t live as you do. So I tried to tear you down. And… well, being a raging radio preacher kept the monster at bay. I didn’t have to feel guilt or shame over what I’ve done or what I am. I just kept feeding the monster more and more, with increasingly hateful, vile things…” He sniffed. “I don’t know if there was a time that I ever believed any of it, but it worked. The monster stayed at bay. I grew rich feeding off the hate of others. And then you set up shop right down the street…”


  He cringed, but Gabriel just rested his paw on Oliver’s head and petted him gently. “You poor soul,” he said. “What it must have been like for you. What a way to live.”


  “I don’t want to be safe anymore,” said Oliver. He took a deep breath. “Living with the demon is harder than ignoring him now. I feed him and I feed him but he always wants more.” He trembled. What would I have been if I’d let myself live and grow as I wanted to?”


  “It’s not too late,” said Gabriel. “You have many good years ahead of you to explore whatever potential you have.”


  Oliver looked at him. No judgment, just compassion. No accusations. After all Oliver had said and done, he looked at Gabriel and saw nothing but love.


  He kissed him.


  This time, Gabriel had half-expected it. This time, the kiss was warm, and wet, and Oliver felt Gabriel’s tongue on his lips. Gabriel’s fur was like silk when it was wet. Oliver gently unzipped the Acolyte’s robes, letting them slide off his shoulders and into the grass. They lay against each other. Oliver rolled onto his back, and Gabriel—beautiful, trusting, faithful Gabriel— rested against him. Oliver trembled when Gabriel stroked his chest. A pink tongue licked his nose and chin.


  “I’m scared,” whimpered Oliver.


  Gabriel stroked his face. “I won’t hurt you.”


  “I know.”


  They kissed again. Oliver closed his eyes and felt heat surge through his skin. He hadn’t done this in a very long time, and his heart was beating fast. Yet this time, when Gabriel rested a paw between his legs, he did not jump. His fingertips tingled. He closed his eyes and groaned, and the Shadow let out an offended howl.


  Go ahead, he thought. Howl, you bastard. You try living in hell for a while.


  They kissed again. Gabriel unzipped Oliver’s robes and lay against him, soft white fur against white skin. He pressed his muzzle against Oliver’s neck. “You smell good,” he murmured, moving his body against Oliver’s. The paw between Oliver’s legs was hot and rough. Oliver wedged his tongue between his teeth and tried not to shake.


  “Relax,” murmured Gabriel. “You’re not having a root canal.”


  “I’m trying,” whispered Oliver.


  Gabriel slid down Oliver’s body and nosed the head of Oliver’s penis. Oliver gasped. He was certain that when Gabriel took it in his mouth, Oliver would leap out of his skin and flee down the road, but the Shadow was no match for the blazing fire that burned through the preacher’s skin as Gabriel slid his tongue down its shaft. Then everything was warm and wet, and he ripped fistfuls of grass out of the ground. He didn’t have time to be scared. He groaned like a bridge in the wind.


  Gabriel disengaged, and Oliver sagged as if deflated, gasping for air. “My… God…” he whispered.


  Gabriel smiled and stroked Oliver’s shaft with a paw. “You have been away a while, haven’t you?” he said. He ran the back of his paw down Oliver’s penis, and the soft fur against the tortured skin made Oliver shudder.


  Oliver gulped air. Gabriel kissed him again, on the lips, and licked him behind his ear. Fire moved under Oliver’s skin. He and Gabriel rolled over in the grass, and he took Gabriel’s penis in his hand, bent low over it, and put it in his mouth. Gabriel let out a yelp.


  Oliver was not creative. In fact, he was clumsy and awkward. He wished he could be graceful and gentle, like the Furries, like Gabriel.


  He wondered how many closet cases Gabriel had been with. He certainly seemed to know his way around a human body. He knew what to touch, and how to touch it, so as not to drive the clumsy and the nervous away. He didn’t seduce, he comforted. Oliver sank into that comfort, and became whole again, for the first time in decades.


  Gabriel stuck his muzzle between Oliver’s legs, and the two of them wound together, embracing each other tight as if afraid the other would crawl away. Oliver ran his tongue along the penis in his mouth and felt Gabriel moaning against him. He buried his face in Gabriel’s fur, and as he pulled back again, he felt Gabriel twitch, and then Gabriel spilled into his mouth.


  It surprised him so much that he jerked back as if it was hot. With a cry of joy, Gabriel let loose again, and Oliver felt a kinetic pressure in all the muscles of his body, a chain reaction that ended with him letting out an uncharacteristic wail of “Oh yes!” and sagging like a collapsing building against Gabriel’s legs.


  They lay there for a moment, Gabriel too shocked and Oliver too spent to move. The fur against Oliver’s face was musky and wet. He swallowed something then wiped his face. He felt Gabriel let go of him down there, and they lay there in a steaming heap, broken and spent.


  It was Gabriel who spoke first. He licked his chops, and, staring up at the clouds in the sky, said, “This wasn’t your first time with a male, was it?”


  Oliver blinked back tears and shook his head.


  “Tell me about him.”


  Oliver tried, and almost failed, to sit up. He wiped his hair out of his eyes. Gabriel sprawled out and gazed up at him, paws behind his head. Oliver lay in the grass and rested a hand on Gabriel’s chest.


  “He was beautiful,” said Oliver. “Tall, broad-shouldered, he played football…” He wiped his mouth again, absently. “I remember seeing him playing football on a rainy day. The field was a swamp. I remember thinking that it was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.”


  “How did you feel?”


  “When I made love to him? When I had him in my arms? It was… it was like that was the only place in the world I’d ever belonged. Everywhere else, I’d just been struggling to fit in. When I was with him, everything worked.” He rubbed his eyes. “Then the Shadows… I thought about my father, who rarely spoke to his brother, because Uncle Stevie was gay… And this was at an evangelical college, too. I thought there would be a price to pay. My shame, my guilt, it started to consume me. He was heartbroken when I wouldn't come with him to California. ”


  “And you started torturing yourself. Damning yourself before God could.”


  “It protected me,” said Oliver. “It helped me through school. Then there was the radio contract, and… the more I hated myself, the richer I became. Eventually, I’d forgotten there was any other way to live.”


  “You’re full of surprises, Preacher-Man,” said Gabriel. “Your son is lucky as hell.”


  “My son.” Oliver stroked Gabriel’s chest. “What am I going to say to him? Hi, son. I’ve been lying to you all my life, but it’s okay. I’m a complete hypocrite and I’ve been in the closet since I was twelve, but I’m also a monster, so that’s okay, too.”


  “Talk to him,” said Gabriel. “Remember where you are, where he is. You don’t get this deep into the maze without eventually learning who you really are, and he’s at the heart of it.”


  The day was cooling, and the shadows were growing long. Oliver and Gabriel lay against each other, listening to the fountain. They made love again, more relaxed this time. Oliver expected every touch as if already used to it, and their bodies were more in synch with each other. He missed being penetrated like that, so much. He hadn’t even allowed himself the private fantasy—living in the Shadow meant that there was no privacy.


  Yet the Shadow was present. It did not scorn or abuse. It just stood there, its arms folded, waiting for Oliver to finish.


  Gabriel grunted and pulled free, and Oliver sprawled in the grass. They embraced again, and Gabriel’s fur smelled pungent. “Think we need a wash,” said Oliver.


  “No problem,” murmured Gabriel. “What time is it?”


  “I don’t know…” Oliver didn’t have his watch. “Late afternoon?”


  The sprinklers kicked on.


  “Four o’clock,” said Gabriel. “On the tick.”


  The sprinklers drenched them down, muting their scent, sopping their clothes. “Want some dry robes?” murmured Gabriel. “I can go get some.”


  “Mm. Sure.”


  Gabriel got up and left, leaving Oliver alone under the shower. He sat up, ran his hands through his hair. He was incredibly dirty. He picked up his wet robes, but didn’t want to put them on.


  The Shadow shifted. Oh, God, muttered Oliver. Not now. Aren’t I rid of you yet?


  Then there was light, and the Shadow had a face.


  “Son,” said his father, “I’m very disappointed in you. ”


  Oliver closed his eyes. He took a deep breath. No, he said. Not now. Not just when I’m finally getting strong enough to…


  “Go away, Dad,” he said.


  “Everything you wanted to be, everything you’d hope for… you threw it all away to fuck a Furry. This is how you honor my memory? Fucking a Furry?”


  “Stop saying that,” said Oliver. “It’s complicated… I’m confused…”


  “Don’t make excuses for this.”


  Oliver finally opened his eyes.


  His father looked as he always had looked, a towering figure able to reduce Oliver to a puddle with a glance. There was the coffee-stained brush-mustache, the coveralls and shitkickers, the plaid shirt with the packet of Kools in the pocket, the thinning, graying hair that always made him look so terribly old, even when he was young.


  “I’m not making excuses, Father,” said Oliver. “This is what I am. This is what I always have been. I tried to bury it, for you, but I can’t do that anymore.”


  “He’s a Furry!” shouted Father. “Bad enough he’s a male, he’s not even human!”


  “And he’s not the only one!” blurted Oliver in a burst of courage. “There were more in college! Lots and lots more!”


  Father smacked him. Oliver slumped back in the grass, and blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.


  “You are my son,” said Father. “You have chosen this. If my memory means so little to you at this point, so be it.”


  He struck Oliver again. Oliver felt his nose break, and blood flowed more freely down his face. He put up an arm to stop his father from hitting him, but it was no good.


  The beating was as brutal as he always imagined it would be. Father pounded on him with a fist, a piece of stovewood, a shovel, the handle of an axe. Bruises flowered on Oliver’s back and shoulders, and a lucky punch blackened his eye. “No,” he managed to cry, just before Father knocked out a row of teeth. “No… please…”


  “What’s that?” said Father, grabbing his shoulder and rolling him over. Oliver huddled in a tiny ball, arms protecting his face, lacing his fingers over his head.


  “No… please… stop… I’ll be good…”


  “You bet your ass you will,” said Father. “First thing you’re gonna do is fly right, boy. If you ever think about fucking a guy again, I’ll kill you. I swear to God I will. I should have put my brother in his grave as soon as I heard about him.”


  Yet now Father was close enough, and Oliver had nothing left to lose.


  He lashed out.


  His hand caught Father’s throat, and with a sudden, forceful movement, Oliver slammed his Father into the grass, wrapped both hands around his neck, and squeezed.


  “Oliver—wait—I’m your father…”


  “No,” grunted Oliver. “No, you’re not. You’re not even the ghost of my father. You’re a shadow.” Blood ran freely from his mouth and nose as he throttled the avatar. “You’re what I thought my father would be. But we don’t know what that is, do we? We don’t know what old Dad would have thought of his gay son, do we?”


  Father made no more sounds, just choking, gobbling grunts. Veins stood out in his forehead.


  “And maybe he would have been angry, and maybe he would have thrown me out. But if he did, so what? Do I want the respect of a man like that? Besides, times change. People change. He may have forgiven his brother, if he’d lived. He may have forgiven his son.”


  Father was turning red. Not the red of the choking victim, but a tomato-soup red. His eyes were flaring yellow. Smoke puffed from his eye sockets. He growled low. Oliver ignored the pains in his back, the bruising, the blood pouring down his face. He was blind to everything except killing this monster that pretended to be his father for so long.


  “Don’t you grow horns at me,” he growled, driving a knee between his “Father’s” legs. The monster roared, tilting its head back. It seized Oliver’s head with talons tipped with sharp claws and raked gashes into the skin, pawing at his chest and clutching at his arms. The sky grew dark, and clouds scudded across it. It was gray, and boiling, and the heat was like hell. The demon’s nose was long and hooked, its skin tough and scaly, its horns oily and black. Its belly was like an alligator’s, and it had a long tail that lashed out and wrapped around Oliver’s neck. Lightning split the sky, The monster exhaled a blast of fire over Oliver’s face, roasting the skin, scorching off his eyebrows. His hair smoldered.


  “No… you… don’t…” he whispered. He was going to pass out soon. He’d lost so much blood… his body was slippery with it. It pooled around the monster, who lashed out a long, forked tongue to lap it up. Still Oliver held on. They’d probably go together, but this son of a bitch was going first…


  And then the skies cleared, and the demon relaxed, and its shape changed again, and it looked like Oliver—only an Oliver with bruises flowering painfully on its neck. Oliver sat back. The world was spinning.


  The doppelgänger looked balefully at him, and a brief electric fire flickered in its eyes.


  “You built an empire in my name,” whispered the demon. “You built a castle out of the materials I gave you. How will you live without me?” Its voice was hoarse, its throat mangled. “What will you do when I’m… when I’m gone?”


  The monster died.


  Oliver slumped in the grass, taking deep, whooping breaths. The corpse of his duplicate started to steam, then faded to nothing. There was a smell of brimstone.


  Then even that was gone.


  Oliver grunted, rubbing his eyes. His bruises were, of course, gone. He looked at his chest. He had some marvelous scratches, deep enough to draw a few random beads of blood. Great, one on his face, too. Nice to have evidence of his latest fit right up where everyone could see it. His nose wasn’t bleeding, of course, nor was his eye swollen shut, but trying to stand up turned out to be a huge mistake. He was tired to the point of collapse. Physically, he felt as if he really had choked the life out of a hell-spawn. His back was sore, his arms were sore, and these welts promised to give him a really annoying night.


  Wonder how long I’ve been writhing in the grass performing this little one-man play, he thought. He crawled under the sprinklers and washed himself down, but he couldn’t get the kink out of his back or raise his arms higher than his shoulders.


  “Are you all right?”


  It was Gabriel. He stood near the gap in the hedge, holding a pair of white robes. His face was inscrutable.


  “It’ll be back,” said Oliver. “I’ve lived with it for long enough to know that this kind of guilt and shame doesn’t go away in one day. But I’ll be ready for him. Thanks to you.”


  He embraced Gabriel and kissed him, and there was no twinge of guilt, no rage, no anger, no sorrow.


  


  For the last few hundred yards, Gabriel had to help Oliver walk.


  The thing that gave Oliver all of his strength was gone. His will was weak, his mind weathered. He teetered on the edge of madness, and only Gabriel’s paw around his waist kept him from falling in.


  They reached the center of the maze.


  At the center was a dais, surrounded by benches—seating for several people. The dais was ornately carved, and a Cheetah-Man lay sprawled on it, his long, elastic body looking half-melted in the gathering dusk. His golden and black hair was spread out on the stone like a fan. On the dais before him was what looked like a moonshine jug—a rough, primitive red clay pot corked with a piece of wood.


  Oliver looked down at his boy, reached a hand out, and touched his fur. The skin twitched under the fur, but the Cheetah-Man didn’t wake up.


  “How long will the transformation last?” he whispered.


  “About an hour longer,” said Gabriel. “Then he’ll turn human again. Isn’t he beautiful?”


  “Yes,” said Oliver. He’d done enough standing—he sat heavily down on a bench. His hands were shaking. He felt old.


  The Cheetah-Man opened his eyes. “Father?” he murmured.


  “It’s all right, Jimmy,” said Oliver. “I’m here. Don’t be afraid.”


  Jimmy pushed himself up on one arm, but he looked as weak as Oliver himself. “How did you… I…” He covered himself with his paws. “I don’t understand.”


  “It’s all right,” said Gabriel. “You and your father need to rest. Afterwards, we can go back to the Center, open a bottle of wine, have a nice chat.”


  A new voice boomed out across the clearing. “Well, well,” said Russell, “you’ve found him. Well done. Now go, before you do any more damage to this poor boy than you already have.”


  Oliver looked up. Russell stood cynically at the gap in the hedge, holding a lantern and looking like a thundercloud. Gabriel stepped back. Oliver recognized the rage in Russell’s eyes. It was the rage of a Shadow.


  “I have to admit, Reverend, that I never thought for a heartbeat that you’d get this far.” Russell hung the lantern on a staff. It cast an eerie light. “I had you pegged to run screaming as soon as you reached the kitchen. Yet here you stand…”


  “Master, don’t,” said Gabriel. “You don’t know what he went through to get here.”


  “What he went through?” said Russell. He looked from Gabriel to Oliver and back again. “You don’t mean to say that this fountain of hate actually…”


  “Yes,” said Gabriel firmly, and with a sudden fluid movement, he stepped between Russell and Oliver. “If you’ve come to send him scurrying back to the microphone to keep spreading destructive energy, you’re doing a bang- up job. And I won’t allow it. ”


  “You?” said Russell. “You jumped up little puppy, you’d still be groping in the dark if not for me. Still, it figures that you’d be all protective of him, seeing as how…” He bit off whatever he was going to say, and a flicker of pain crossed his face.


  “If he goes, I go,” said Gabriel. He was trembling.


  Russell looked stricken. He looked from Jimmy to Gabriel and back again. “I don’t understand.”


  “Let me tell you a story,” said Oliver.


  They turned to look at him, but he wasn’t looking up. He was looking at the grass in front of him.


  “When I was twelve, my old man caught me with a porn magazine I found on the bus. He bronzed my hide but good for that one. Two weeks later, though, he was dead. Some kind of farming accident. I never got the details. And I had to live with the idea that somehow it was my fault—that his anger had created his fate. Whatever I’d done to our relationship, he’d never looked at me the same way again, and there was no time to heal our broken bond.” He wiped his eyes, but he wasn’t visibly crying. “See, son, the pictures were all men.”


  Russell cocked his head. A shadow crossed over Jimmy’s brow. “What?” he said.


  “I was always different,” said Oliver. “I did a hell of a job of suppressing it, except for… well, a few incidents in college. I thought that was the way to honor my father's memory, to keep him alive. So when I saw the way the Furries lived… all I could see was a freedom I couldn’t have. And I wanted it, son. I wanted it so much that I could taste it. And the more I wanted it, the more I felt like I was killing my father. Except he wasn’t my father anymore. I don’t know what my father would have been like if he’d lived to see me grow up, but the thing I was keeping alive was a monster.”


  “And now?” said Russell. He didn’t look as if he believed a word of it.


  “Now? Now I don’t know if I’ll ever be really free of it,” said Oliver. “It’ll be back, and with it all the guilt and shame of what I really am. But for right now, at this moment, right here, it’s leaving me alone. I’m free.”


  Jimmy stretched out a paw. “I’m looking forward to getting to know you,” he said, and Oliver took it and pulled his son close and hugged him.


  Russell looked at Gabriel, who shrugged, and then back at Oliver. “You humans,” he said softly. “Always full of surprises.”


  “What about the Ministry?” said Jimmy.


  “To hell with the Ministry.” Oliver stroked his son’s hair. “Fuck them if they can’t take a joke. I have a lot of sins to make up for. ”


  Russell dropped a paw on Olivers shoulder. “It’s safe inside the cage that the beast was guarding,” he said. “It’s dangerous, out here in the real world, where people are amazing, and live by their own rules. You’ll feel the temptation many times. When you do, come to us and walk the Labyrinth again. See what else you can learn. No one expects you to fight monsters unarmed.” Russell gave a crooked grin. “I’m surprised,” he said. “There can be no human I’ve ever misjudged as thoroughly as you, Reverend Borden. You’ve chosen a hard road.”


  Oliver picked up the jug from the dais and sat down. He looked at Jimmy. “Is this what you drank? To change your appearance?”


  Jimmy nodded. “It’s harmless. If I decide to become an Acolyte, they’ll give me a more powerful brew.”


  Oliver shook the jug. He popped the cork and sniffed. It smelled like lilacs and whiskey.


  “I love you, son,” he said.


  He drank.
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