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        “Sofawolf is one of my favorite small press outfits [because] I’ve found the [stories] they print to be well worth reading. [Breaking the Ice], their first anthology, is a mix of science fiction and fantasy: the six stories all take place on the colony planet New Tibet, now fallen on hard times. As an SF anthology, this works better than most I’ve read: the authors really come together, bringing a shared vision to this shared world.”

        Michael Payne, SWFA reviewer and author of “The Blood Jaguar”

      

        

      

      
        
        
        “Shared-world anthologies intrigue me; I’m always interested in seeing what other people will do with a given author’s idea. I’m impressed with the results here: New Tibet has a very distinctive and characteristic feel to it, which remains remarkably consistent throughout the entire book. It holds considerable appeal for science fiction fans, especially those of you who enjoy sociological aspects. Bonus points for the thoughtful treatment of same-sex and/or interracial relationships, which adds appeal for folks interested in those motifs. Most highly recommended.”

        Elizabeth Barrette, author and reviewer for “Spicy Green Iguana”

      

        

      

      
        
        
        “Characters who are happy make for dull stories. When I teach writing, I tell my students that to write an interesting story, you must make your characters suffer. The contributors to “Breaking the Ice” have mastered that aspect of the craft—with a vengeance. The anthropomorphic animal characters trapped by economic circumstance on the bleak winter world of New Tibet endure physical hardships and emotional pain—and their stories are far from dull.”

        Pat Murphy, Nebula award winning author of “Nadya: The Wolf Chronicles” and “Wild Angel”
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        “It’s funny how life turns out

        The odds of faith in the face of doubt.”

      

        

      

      Normally I dislike injecting too much pop culture into essays, but I doubt anyone will read the editor’s foreword. I know I rarely did. So there you are: that line is from The Josh Joplin Group’s song “Camera One,” which has been floating around radio and in my head recently. That line specifically seems relevant to New Tibet in more than one sense.

      New Tibet began over a year ago as the setting for “A Prison of Clouds.” That story was inspired by another story I’d read, about two lovers in desperate straits and the consequences their predicament had on their relationship. I thought about other angles and possibilities, and because I wanted an environment that was relentlessly depressing, New Tibet was born.

      Even though I lived in Minnesota for six years, New Tibet is not a Minnesota winter lifted in whole cloth from my life. Minnesota’s early spring is more depressing than its winter, a series of gray, overcast days that aren’t cold (compared to what’s come before), but certainly aren’t warm. The worst part is that the cold and gloom never seem to end—until May, when the sun comes out, the clouds recede to plot thunderstorms for June, and the flowers burst into fragrant explosions of color.

      So what if May never came?

      Added to that, my story was written in February 2000, when the dot-economy was still high, if not stable. The subsequent crash echoed New Tibet’s theme of luring people to a “gold rush,” only to leave them poverty-stricken when the promises failed to pan out. Over the past year, I’ve seen many of my Bay Area friends struggle; some relocated, some were determined to stick it out.

      What if they had nowhere to go?

      This is New Tibet, a harsh world in many different ways. Depressing worlds are rich cultures for heroic tales; it’s an old cliché that sometimes it takes the worst to bring out the best in us. Even in a bleak, impoverished arctic wasteland, there is sometimes beauty, and it can take many forms. This idea apparently had a lot of appeal: after reading “A Prison of Clouds,” several other writers said they would love to write stories in the world of New Tibet, and so this collection was born.

      I had my doubts in the beginning. I know firsthand how hard it is for a writer to finish a story if the idea isn’t demanding to be written, so I didn’t know how many of these promises would materialize, nor whether the stories would fit into my vision of the world.

      How foolish of me. “Skin Deep” was the first story written by someone else in my world, and it took my breath away. That gave me all the confidence I needed to push forward with the collection. As the other stories came in, each one added new dimensions to the world that fit together perfectly. What has been most surprising, and most gratifying, has been the level of enthusiasm with which people have responded. Even the people who couldn’t get stories done for the original deadline told me that they still want to write stories, and half the people who did get stories done now have new ideas, so it seems inevitable that there will be another volume. The stories and artwork that you find herein will, I hope, reflect the passion we all feel for this world and its inhabitants. It is no longer just my world. It’s our world.

      Everyone involved in this book deserves special recognition and thanks: Odis Holcomb, whose gorgeous cover was worth several thousand words; Jeff Eddy, David Richards, David Cowan, “2”, and Sam Conway, whose excitement and enthusiasm (and unnatural ability to meet our deadline) brought the collection to life; Andrea Adams, who served as an assistant editor and assistant publicity coordinator; and Jeff Eddy, who, in addition to providing a story, worked tirelessly to edit and lay out the book and to keep my spirits up. And special thanks to Mark Brown, who also provided editorial help, and whose support for me and for this project over the last two years has meant more than I can say.

      And now, as the song goes, “the soundtrack starts, and the scene begins …”

      
        
        —Tim Susman, July 2001
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        Latest Discovery Could Justify Indian Venture

        ‘New Tibet’ Holds Exciting Promise; Potential Pitfalls

      

      

      Bombay, May 20 UFC3229 — Expanding Universe, the newest member of the deep-space exploration corporate fraternity, came to the game late but determined to make a splash. They may have hit the jackpot, according to the latest report from Captain Fanish Sekhar of their starship Cikkai.
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      Sekhar’s report lists a “potential colony site,” a medium-sized planet orbiting a cool yellow dwarf star. The star’s designation was not released for security purposes, but its distance from the center of known space is estimated to be 6300 light-years, further than any other known system.

      

      Colony vs. Res-x site

      Although many resource extraction, or res-x sites, have been discovered by the various deep space exploration teams, this is the first colony site discovered in over sixty years, and possibly the richest in over three hundred. Corporations prefer colony sites to res-x sites because their overhead costs tend to be lower and the site much more profitable in the long term.

      A res-x site is a resource-rich site without a breathable atmosphere or intelligent life. Gas giant type planets and airless moons are the most common res-x sites. A colony, by contrast, must have a breathable atmosphere as well as desirable resources and a lack of intelligent life.

      The main advantage of a colony site is that because it can support a labor force, the extraction and processing can be done onsite, meaning that after a relatively short investment period, the colony begins to export finished product that can be sold immediately. A res-x site is usually automated, or staffed by a rotating skeleton crew, and the extracted raw materials must be shipped elsewhere for processing, a costly procedure for the mining company. Additionally, the initial investment in a res-x site is much higher, as the automated machinery must be painstakingly calibrated offworld, and usually adjusted onsite in the first year of operation.

      

      Discovery was ‘accidental’

      Sekhar’s report states that second mate Nalini Kedar and crewmate Waheeda Yamuna were on late shift duty when Yamuna alerted Kedar to a malfunction in the ship’s navigational computer. The problem was minor, but once it was fixed, Kedar ran a full test on all systems, including the near-space scan. The potential colony site had been just outside the range of the last scan, but appeared on the test scan performed by Kedar. Sekhar estimates in his report that they might have missed it had they waited another three hours for the next routine scan.

      Normally, the crew takes turns examining the scan results, because according to tradition, naming rights fall to the official discoverer. Since Kedar performed the scan, Captain Sekhar granted the naming rights to her. After examining the colony site, she decided on the name ‘New Tibet,’ saying that the planet’s icy conditions reminded her of her parents’ homeland.

      

      Companies anxiously await UFCC review

      New Tibet meets two of the three criteria for a colony: it is rich in mineral resources, including some that have been exhausted elsewhere in known space and can only be produced synthetically; and it has a breathable atmosphere.

      Sekhar’s report is questionable only on the third point. New Tibet supports life on some of the more temperate landmasses, raising two questions for the UF Colonization Committee: First, is the native life intelligent? Second, if so, is it possible to develop the planet without affecting them? Sekhar notes a polar landmass, which is devoid of life but might support a colony of arctic species. Indeed, a survey of the planet shows most of the desirable resources concentrated there, so it might be the site of choice for a colony anyway.

      The UFCC will examine the data and come to a ruling when they convene in two weeks. The deliberations could take up to a month, or longer if they need to send a message pod to Captain Sekhar requesting clarification of details.

      Meanwhile, companies are lining up for development permits, smelling the best opportunity of their lifetimes. Indian companies are being given priority at the request of Expanding Universe management, but all companies are welcome to apply. Expanding Universe will set the settlement fee and the discovery royalties over the next two weeks in preparation for the UFCC’s ruling. Settlement fees have varied widely, but discovery royalties are traditionally in the 0.5-1.0% range.

      A partial list of companies that have already applied for permits: Bombay-based TeraMine, Calcutta-based GRC, Toronto based Unidex, and Dar-based Nmaba Industries.
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          by Samuel C. Conway
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      Here ya go, Buddy. This one’s on the house. You look like you could use it.

      You can call me Jyo. It’s just a name I use. You really can’t say my real name without having a beak, you know?

      So “Jyo” is fine. So how long have you been in New Tibet? Don’t tell me. I’d say a week. Right on the money, ain’t I? See, they all look the same way when they get here, just like you do. Now don’t take that the wrong way. You’ve been through hell. I can see it in your eyes. You ain’t one of those dreamers who thinks he can find a better life here. No, you came to New Tibet because you didn’t have anywhere else to go, didn’t you? Life dumped a pile of shit on you, one bucketful at a time, until you couldn’t breathe no more. Outta money, outta hope, you gave it all up and ran, and didn’t stop running until you found your way into my bar.

      Yeah, you got the look all right. I’m right, ain’t I? Don’t worry about it, though. They all got the look when they get here. It’s a kind of mixture of fear, despair, helplessness and hopelessness. It only lasts for a couple weeks, though, and—hey, hang on, lemme take care of this guy over here…

      OK, where was I? Yeah, after a couple weeks, the look changes. It doesn’t go away, of course. It just changes. It’s all still there, the fear and all, but there’s also a sort of calm acceptance. I guess you’d call it resignation. You get used to anything, even the weight of that big pile of shit that only gets heavier after you get here, and there’s no way out from under it. So welcome to New Tibet.

      Have a look over there. See that little raccoon over there trying to make time with the badger? She ran away from home couple years ago, figured she could make it on her own without Daddy telling her what to do. It kind of rubbed her the wrong way that Daddy didn’t want her hanging out with the people she was hanging out with, wouldn’t let her smoke dope or go to parties all weekend, so she left behind all the jewelry and the wheels and the big house and the college education he had all ready for her.

      It took her longer than it should have to realize she’d made a mistake. I guess she was stubborn, or too proud to admit that her old man knew more than she did. When she finally went crawling home, though, he slammed the door in her face, told her if she showed her face around the estate he’d have her run off by the cops. What’re you gonna do? So here she is. She comes into the bar to get away from her pimp. He beats on her even when she has a profitable night, just for the hell of it. You’d think he’d get it into his head that it ain’t wise to damage your wares before you sell’em. He knows better than to come in here after her, since he and I mixed it up a while ago. That’s his tail hanging up over the mirror. He learned his lesson, so as long as she’s in here she’s out of his reach. Besides, she’s good for business. That old badger gets so happy when she’s around he starts buying rounds for the house…

      Hang on. Hey, you! Knock it off, right now, or… oh, I get it. C’mere!

      Shit. Sorry about that. I lose more chairs that way. You know, I can’t even get insurance in this place. It’s not a problem, though. I got his wallet on the way out. It’ll pay his bar tab and for the chair, and the rest we’ll just chalk up to “sorry money.” Now where was I?

      Oh, yeah. Have a look at the white leopard at the end of the bar, the fat one with the droopy whiskers. He’s a regular. Couldn’t tell it by looking at him, but he’s a hot shot scientist. That is, he used to be. He’s one of these megabrains that spent a zillion years in school to get his doctorate. You know how the newsfeeds are always crying about how there’s such a lack of qualified people in science, and how the universe is going to go to hell in a handbasket because all the old guys are dying off and there’s no new talent to pick up the slack? The Doc down there believed them. Here he is, handsome young cat, but he never takes his muzzle out of the books, doesn’t have time to date because he’s always so busy studying, and before he knows it he’s not young anymore. But it don’t matter, because he’s got the degree, right? Well, turns out there’s no shortage of scientists. In fact, there’s so flamin’ many of’em that the companies treat’em all like migrant workers. Doc spent ten years tryin’ to find a job. All he got was little odd science-jobs here and there, the kind where you step outta line for just a second, and wham! There’s twenty guys waiting outside the door to take your place, so… whoa, hold on…

      Evening there, Mr. Rin! Always a pleasure to see you! I got your usual table waiting. One pint, coming up. Just nod if I can get you anything.

      Mr. Rin, over there. The tigers control this end of town, and Mr. Rin’s one of the bosses. Take my advice: if you see a guy with stripes, you smile and call him “sir,” and always put “mister” in front of his name. Tigers are proud bastards. I heard that each time you don’t show’em the proper respect, they bite off one of your fingers. Means guys like us only got eight chances, but nobody’s pushed his luck that far yet.

      Anyway, the Doc, he wound up broke and in debt. He made a couple of bigass discoveries but the companies he worked for took’em each time, and then booted him out the door. “Hey, thanks for the millions. Here’s your severance pay.” He was all set up to kill himself when Boss Oka-jin tapped him. Paid off all his debts and brought him here, set him up in his own little house with his own little salary. All he’s gotta do is crank out synthetic pheromones for Oka-jin’s boys to hawk on the street. He does that all day, then comes in here and drinks all night, then starts all over in the morning.

      Every night, after his seventh or eighth pint, he starts to cry and says he shoulda put a bullet in his head while he still had the courage. I hope he doesn’t. I hate losing good customers.

      Hey, guess what I used to do. I ain’t always been a bartender, you know. Back offworld I used to be a mortician. Yeah, gross, ain’t it? Someone’s gotta do it, though. I’d bring’em in and lay’em out, make’em look all pretty—here, let me fill you back up. I’ll run a tab for you—and stand there and look dignified while the Loved Ones cried and hugged each other. It was a pretty good setup all around. Perfectly gamey meat two or three times a day, and sometimes more if there was a plague or something going through town. I caught some noise from the loved ones every once in a while, and that was really the only part of the job I didn’t like. They’d sometimes get a bug up the cloaca about me standing over the body during the service. They said it looked morbid. Well, hey, welcome to the World of Nature, Fella! But you can’t say that. You gotta say, “I’m terribly sorry, Sir, I meant no disrespect.” Meanwhile, all you’re thinking about is how tasty old Auntie looks lying there.

      It paid well, too, I gotta tell you. After fifteen years in the business I had enough to buy this bar without havin’ to borrow money from any of the bosses. Lemme give you another bit of advice about that. If you got no money, get yourself a job. Clean shit offa restroom walls. Shine rich guys’s claws for’em. But once you get into debt with the bosses on this planet, they own you, and they own you forever. It ain’t worth it, for a couple of credits in your pocket to wind up like Doc over there…

      Leaving so soon, Mr. Rin? Have a very good night, Sir! Come back anytime. You know that my door is never closed for you. Good night!

      So you’re probably asking yourself, “Why would a guy like this, who’s got a good job and a good life and is happy where he is, why would he turn around and come to a shithole like New Tibet?” It’s a good question, too. I figure that I’m the only guy on this whole stinkin’ planet who was happy when he came here. So here’s where it gets a little hard to explain.

      See, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m a scavenger. By my very nature, I’m attracted to things that are dead. It’s why I went into the mortuary business in the first place. Yeah, it was a nice setup, but it was the same thing every day. Bodies come in, I paint’em up, we have a nice funeral, I eat the good parts, and plant the bones in the soil. It’s the same thing, the same death, day in and day out. The same death.

      Now, here we have a place where everyone is dying a little bit every day. Some do it faster than others, but they’re all headed in the same direction. I can see it in every customer’s eyes—you, the Doc, even Mr. Rin—they’re all dead inside. Their bodies are just slow to catch up.

      When they go to sleep, they come back to life just a little, but once they wake up they start dying again, so it’s a long, slow, empty spiral. So many deaths, each one different, each one with its own story, and each one goes on and on and on. When they do finally shut down for good, oh, I don’t know how to tell you how sweet they taste! To have been dead that many years before the meat starts to rot, it’s like a vintage wine. I know it’s pretty hard to explain to someone who isn’t from that culture, but to a scavenger, this is the Land of Milk and Honey.

      So, enough about me. Tell me: what brings you to New Tibet?
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      Lyka held his nose shut, but the smell was still bad enough to make his eyes water. He forced himself to sit still, tail curled tightly around himself. They would be coming around the corner soon. If only his heart wasn’t so loud—it felt like the walls of the dumpster were reverberating with every beat. Great, he thought. I should’ve just hidden in a big snare drum.

      Even breathing through his mouth was torture. There was a piece of rancid meat nearby that was making him gag. Damn the Vishons, anyway. What were they doing in this part of town? The government sector was usually off limits to the Families, which was exactly why Lyka spent most of his time there. Probably why they came looking for him there, too. They couldn’t do anything to him under the cameras, but they could follow him home, and there in the unsupervised residential sprawl, he would be fair game. And so would Toki.

      Lyka pushed that thought out of his mind. Nobody was going to hurt his mate. Just another four days, if he could keep away from the Vishons and keep the Shivers off his tail, they would be off this frozen hellhole. Toki had relatives on Altair; they would be safe there, far from the reach of these bastards.

      He froze as he heard clumsy footsteps and snuffling outside. The Vishons were large polar bears, and how had he talked himself into borrowing money from them anyway? At least some of the Shivers were wolves, fellow canids, though he didn’t delude himself that kinship would count for anything if it came down to it.

      Something heavy bumped the dumpster and snuffled at it. Lyka squeezed his muzzle shut with his paw.

      “Feron! Leave that alone. His trail goes down here.”

      “I just thought…” Feron’s voice was slow and deep. Lyka almost whimpered in relief as he heard footsteps lumber away from the dumpster.

      “He’s fast enough without us wasting time sniffing at garbage. Damn foxes. They should all be shackled.” Feron’s companion was already moving away. He sounded lighter than Feron. Probably he was the brains, or what passed for them among the Vishons. Lyka felt confident now that they wouldn’t find the point where he’d leapt onto the box and gotten to the ledge from the fire escape. He had doubled back along the ledge until he found the dumpsters.

      Now, he finally allowed himself to move. He couldn’t wait too long, or they’d be doubling back checking when his trail ran out. Cautiously, he lifted the dumpster lid and peeked out. The alley was deserted. Quickly, he clambered out and stood atop the metal bin, brushing his fur and shorts off as best he could. He closed the lid and stood on it to reach the ledge again. He smelled horrible still, and if he retraced his steps, they would smell the garbage on him and know how he’d fooled them. He had a feeling he was going to need to wring every inch out of all his tricks.

      The snow-covered ledge was cool and refreshing to his feet after the disturbingly organic warmth of the dumpster, and the air was so sweet that Lyka just had to pause and fill his lungs with it. Then he trotted along the ledge, following it around the building away from where he’d been running, until he found another fire escape and clambered to the roof.

      Rooftops were generally off limits, but the rule wasn’t enforced. There were government cameras up there just like everywhere else, but the only people who went up to the roofs were mostly people who didn’t want to go anywhere but down, fast. It wasn’t worth the government’s energy to stop them, and the police never got there in time, so now they didn’t even try.

      Lyka liked the roofs. A fox could see for miles up on the right building, and an arctic fox in snow didn’t have to worry too much about being seen. On the roof, he felt lifted above the world, as though he were straining against the bonds that held him down. Today, the roof also had the advantage of having a lot of unspoiled snow he could roll around in, which he did, trying to get the smell off of himself. Once he decided it wasn’t going to get any better, he set off across the rooftops.

      At the edge of the government quarter, he sat down and watched the crowds below. The trickle of arctic foxes, wolves, hares, snow leopards, and lemmings trudged through the streets, never looking up. What was the point? The clouds parted maybe once a year. They went to dull jobs under dull skies and returned to only slightly less dull homes.

      He waited a bit longer. At 4:30, many government offices let out, and the shuffling crowds grew larger. About twenty minutes later, a new wave coming home from the private sector showed up. Lyka watched for the Unidex group, and slipped down to the street behind them.

      Most New Tibetans could walk around comfortably during the day protected by their fur and fat, but at night the temperatures sometimes dropped to –40. Fortunately, houses were plentiful; the residential sector consisted of a hundred thousand small identical two-bedroom duplex homes separated into compounds, with a large hall at the center of each compound for gatherings. The homes were identical inside as well as out, with the bedrooms upstairs and a small kitchen and living room downstairs. In his nearly thirty years, Lyka had only ever seen one house that didn’t fit that model.

      His paws hurt from walking by the time he reached his compound. He ducked behind a house, cut through an alley, and made sure nobody was following him as he slipped in the door of their anonymous house.

      Toki was in the second bedroom, which he’d converted into his studio, so Lyka tried to get to the shower quietly. As he stripped his clothes off, though, his mate’s white muzzle poked in the door.

      “Love? I thought I heard you come in.” He smiled and stepped into the bathroom, then wrinkled his nose. “What happened to you? You smell like garbage.”

      “Oh, there was an accident at the lab,” Lyka said. “Some thiosulfide compound exploded and the whole room stank. I was just going to try to wash it off.” He slipped his shorts off and kicked them to one side. “I’m afraid the clothes may have to be burned, though.”

      Toki’s muzzle creased in concern, then relaxed. “As long as you’re okay. I’m glad you’ll be getting out of there soon.”

      Lyka smiled. “Me too.” He reached in to turn the hot water on in the shower.

      Toki came up and put a paw on his shoulder. “That stuff smells pretty bad. You might need some help getting it out of your fur. You think?”

      “I think that’s a great idea, love. You’re not in the middle of something?”

      Toki shrugged, slipping his shorts off. “Nothing more important than this.” His fur was clean of paint splatters, which meant he hadn’t been painting for at least a couple hours.

      “Mmm. Come on, then.” Lyka took his mate’s paw and stepped into the shower.

      It took a little while for the water to soak into his thick fur, but it felt oh so good. Lyka closed his eyes and lifted his muzzle as the water coursed down around him. After a moment, he felt Toki’s paws on him, rubbing soap into his fur, gentle and attentive. He opened his eyes and smiled as they met Toki’s. His mate was a lovely white arctic fox, a little more slender than Lyka, with absolutely adorable perky little ears and bright golden eyes. And, Lyka was reminded as Toki kneaded soap into his chestfur, wonderful, wonderful paws. The tensions of the day melted away, and Lyka let himself drift away to Altair, where they would be happy. He felt suddenly overwhelmed with hope and love, and pulled Toki into a tight hug, drenching the sputtering fox with the shower’s spray. “Hey!” he started to protest, but Lyka quieted him with his muzzle, and Toki melted into the embrace, hugging tightly and kissing back with warm passion. Lyka slid his paws down his mate’s back, smoothing the wet fur down and sighing happily at the familiar form. They moved closer together, rubbing against each other and exchanging soft, contented yips of pleasure. The yips became slightly more like moans, until Toki drew back. “Mm. Hon, the water.”

      “Yeah,” Lyka sighed, touching his nose to his mate’s. He rinsed the soap out of his fur, feeling the temperature of the water drop every moment. Quickly, he rinsed Toki’s fur, and shut the water off. They hugged again, but only briefly, then shook water from their fur into the cold air. Lyka reached out and grabbed a towel for Toki, then one for himself.

      “They have hot water on Altair, right? We’ll be able to take long showers?”

      Toki nodded, rubbing his fur vigorously. “That’s what Shaki says. She says hot water is cheap there.”

      Lyka sighed. He cleaned out his ears and flicked them back and forth. “I can’t believe we’re actually going to get there.”

      Toki’s eyes shone as he dropped the towel and picked up a brush. “It’s all thanks to you, love. If I had to rely on selling my paintings, I’d be three hundred before I had enough for a fare.”

      “Only because nobody here appreciates true art.” Lyka turned around and stood with his paws to the wall.

      “One fox does. That’s enough for me.” Toki kissed his ears and started brushing his fur in slow, firm strokes.

      When they were both brushed and mostly dry, they rummaged for clean shorts in the main bedroom, and then Lyka poked his nose into Toki’s studio to see what his mate had been working on. “Oh, love, that looks great!”

      Toki rested a paw on his shoulder, looking around him. “What? The landscape?” His ears flicked, and he smiled. “I got inspired. For a while, anyway.”

      “I’ll say.” Lyka sighed, and lost himself in the painting. Toki had used shades of red to paint a bleak New Tibet landscape, and had painted in Mount Arken to pinpoint the location. “I don’t know how you do that, love. Every time I think I’ve seen all there is to see in something, you show me another dimension to it.” He leaned against the doorframe. “What color will the sky be?”

      “Purple, I think. I wanted to capture the landscape before I left, and I’ve never done Mount Arken before. It was too obvious.”

      “You’re brilliant. How a flower like you arose out of this barren land I’ll never know. You have more creativity in this paw,” Lyka held it in his and kissed it, “than there is in the rest of this entire compound. Including me.”

      Toki’s eyes brightened. He nuzzled his mate. “Oh, Lyka, you’re plenty creative, just not in that way.”

      “Mm. I feel like being a bit creative right now.”

      Toki laughed and tapped Lyka on the nose. “Let’s eat first.”

      “If we must. What kind of frozen fish is it tonight?”

      “Halibut. But Tarken told me it was caught last week.”

      “That’s an improvement, anyway. How did he get it?”

      Toki shrugged and headed down the stairs, Lyka close behind. “He said it was a good fishing week.” His tail wagged as he grinned back at Lyka. “He signed me up for next week’s flounder, and I told him to take me off the list. I didn’t tell him why. Let him think we found another grocer, and he gave me a break on the halibut.”

      Lyka hugged Toki from behind in the kitchen doorway, and laughed. “How devious of you, Tok!”

      Toki turned and kissed his nose. “I learned from the master. Now let’s get this fish ready. And enjoy it! It might be our last halibut ever.”

      “Ooh, if only that could be true. They don’t have halibut on Altair, do they?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Ahh, it is paradise, then.” Lyka could barely stay out of Toki’s way in the small kitchen, so he took up a station by the small cupboard and passed things over as his mate requested them. He spent the intervening time watching Toki and feeling familiar protective instincts emerge. He had determined when they’d first met that he would get Toki out of here somehow, and although he hadn’t anticipated some of the obstacles, he was so close to that goal that he could taste it.

      That had been some twelve years ago, at a compound social. Social gatherings on New Tibet had an air of ritual desperation about them. Everyone was expected to pair off by the age of fifteen, have two kids by twenty, and be another productive, quiet, cookie-cutter family unit.

      Lyka had known that life wasn’t for him. Here he was, sixteen already, and at the end of every social for the last four years, he was always one of the ones left standing alone while the others paired off. The ritual sniffings and inane chatter had grown so irritating that he’d taken to making up chatter. Thus, when asked, “What is your training?” he would not answer, “Chemical synthesis,” but “Walking in circles,” or “Staring blankly at the wall.” This usually got him a slow head shake and an end to that pairing. He watched the slightly widened eyes, the mechanical movements of the others, and on this particular night, he was struck by the realization that it was like this all over New Tibet, that in every hall in every compound, people of different species were performing the same shuffling dance with the same dull drive in their eyes, not knowing why beyond a sense of duty. He felt suffocated, and wanted to get outside to breathe the sharp, cold, refreshing air, but leaving a social amounted to admitting you’d be leaving alone anyway; you wouldn’t be able to get back in. Lyka struggled with himself for a few moments, then fled the hall and ran through the foyer to the main door. He opened it a crack, letting the air sting his nose and eyes.

      My father does okay on his own, he thought. Maybe I’ll be okay, too. How could things be easier with one of those drones in there? He was so absorbed in his thoughts that he didn’t hear the soft pawpads approaching behind him, but Toki didn’t notice that his ears didn’t flick back and assumed he’d heard. When he touched Lyka’s shoulder, Lyka jumped, and the door slipped past his foot to slam on his fingers.

      “Oh! I’m sorry!” Toki yelped almost as loudly as Lyka had.

      “Dammit!” Lyka rubbed his fingers.

      “I didn’t mean… I thought you heard.”

      Lyka turned to yell at the other fox, who was already shrinking back. Toki’s eyes were wide and golden, and the sight of them stopped Lyka with his muzzle open. They looked alive, in a way he’d never seen in any fox but his father. His paw throbbed, bringing him back to the world, and he looked down. “Aw, it’s not your fault. I wasn’t listening.”

      “Maybe I should just…”

      “No, it’s okay.” Lyka looked up and Toki stopped backing away. “What did you want?”

      “Well, um,” Toki’s tail swished nervously. “I’ve seen you at a few of these. I just wanted to say that… that I’m good at walking in circles too.”

      Lyka studied him. “What’s that supposed to mean?” Toki blinked. “You want to pair up with me? I’m not gay.”

      Toki’s ears drooped. “I… I thought…” He sighed. “I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

      Lyka watched the fox trudge back across the floor, and thought again of those eyes. “Wait!” He padded over to Toki and rubbed his paw. “I guess you haven’t found anyone else. I haven’t either. Maybe I could walk you home anyway. I mean, as a friend.”

      “I’d like that.” Toki smiled, and Lyka felt something warm unexpectedly in his heart. “My name’s Toki.”

      “I’m Lyka.” They shook paws, and started toward the door. Lyka took one look back at the main room, ears cocked to the murmur within. He sighed. “I didn’t really expect to find anyone, really. Did you?”

      Toki didn’t answer at first, then he shrugged. “I guess not.”

      Lyka cursed his own thoughtlessness and searched for something to say. “Listen,” he said. “I’m getting out of here someday. Up there.” They walked through the door and he pointed up at the grey night sky. “My father says this place is a prison. Well, I’m going to escape. And you can come, if you want.” He put his arm around Toki, surprised to find that what he’d meant to be a vague comfort felt much more sincere. He’d never had a really close friend, but Toki already seemed different from all the rest, and Lyka found himself looking at the golden-eyed fox as a kindred spirit before they were halfway home.

      

      “Love? Curry powder?”

      Lyka shook his head. “Sorry.” He placed the small bottle in Toki’s paw and smiled.

      “What were you thinking about?”

      “Remembering the night we met.”

      “Ahh.” Toki smiled and seasoned the fish, then slid a sly grin back at Lyka. “I remember you just wanted to be friends.”

      Lyka flicked his ears and smiled back. “I was a fool.”

      “Aww, no.” Toki put the powder back in the cupboard himself, stretching his arm past Lyka’s head and giving his mate a kiss. “I just had to charm you a little bit.”

      Lyka put his arms around the other fox and held him. “That you did, and I’m so glad.”

      They rested like that for a moment, then Lyka let go and Toki smiled, kissing him on the nose before returning to finish preparing the fish.

      It was delicious, of course; at least, as delicious as creative preparation could make it. Lyka almost didn’t mind that it was halibut. They spent an hour in the living room talking about Altair, and afterwards, Lyka dozed in bed while Toki did a little more painting. When he was done, he padded back into the bedroom and nudged Lyka awake with a grin. They made love slowly and gently, and fell asleep in each other’s arms.

      

      Lyka left for “work” again at the usual time, but this day he wouldn’t be lingering in the park. He headed for the low, squat office building near the shuttle terminal. GlobaTran would not release shuttle tickets until a week before departure, and then only to one of the ticket holders in person. Toki’d wanted to go with him, but he said he’d go over his lunch hour and didn’t know when he’d be off. He didn’t want to risk Toki running into any Vishons or Shivers.

      There was no wind, which was bad. Lyka had to keep turning and looking behind him, ears swiveling in all directions. He had made it about two thirds of the way to the shuttle terminal when his luck ran out.

      Unconsciously, he’d been skirting close to the Unidex compound, which was of course where the Vishons would be looking for him. He tried to avoid it, but in his vigilance for enemies he had absently walked along the most familiar streets and alleys. When he saw the black Unidex logo on a doorway, he realized his mistake, and almost panicked and ran. Instead, he calmed himself down, deliberately took the next turn away from the compound, and ran smack into Callon as he rounded the corner.

      He yipped and tried to scoot away, but he was too close. The bear grabbed his shoulder with an iron paw and smiled a nasty smile. “You see, boys, patience is rewarded.”

      The two bears behind him chuckled, but there wasn’t much humor in the deep, throaty voices. “He looks thirsty,” the smaller of the two said.

      “You do look thirsty, little fox. Why don’t you let us take you back to our restaurant? Drinks are on the house.”

      Lyka glared up at Callon. “I’m not thirsty.” He looked around desperately for the nearest camera, but couldn’t find it. Unidex wouldn’t lift a paw to help him, under usual circumstances, but they wouldn’t want any crime on their grounds, either. The bears had picked their spot well; Unidex couldn’t stop what it couldn’t see.

      Callon put a paw to his chest, leaving the other one on Lyka’s shoulder. “Are you refusing our hospitality?”

      “That’s not very nice,” the larger bear rumbled behind him. Lyka flicked his ears at the voice and was suddenly sure it was Feron from yesterday.

      “You do know how offended we get when someone refuses our hospitality?” Callon’s claws dug into Lyka’s shoulder.

      Lyka braced himself, but couldn’t hold back a squeal of pain. “I’m… not thirsty.” He gritted his teeth.

      Callon squeezed harder. “I think you are.”

      The bones in Lyka’s shoulder rubbed together under the pressure. He squealed again. “All right! One drink.”

      The pressure eased. Lyka panted and tried to rub his shoulder, but Callon’s paw stayed where it was. “We’re so glad you decided to accept. It’s not too far. Torson, walk ahead of us. Feron, stay behind me.” He pushed Lyka along the street. “Walk, little fox.”

      They walked in a tight formation for half a mile, through slush-filled streets and nondescript buildings. Lyka watched for an opportunity to run, but Callon’s paw never let go of his shoulder and the others kept him well hemmed-in. Rounding a corner, he saw with a sinking heart the Mammoth, the fancy restaurant that never seemed to have any normal people in it—unless they’d come to do business with the Vishons. Escape was impossible now. Still, he made a note of the route they’d used to get here; it was different than the one he’d used the one other time.

      This was the boundary of the government sector. Behind the restaurant, the buildings were larger and the spaces between them wider. The Vishons lived there, and while anyone was welcome to walk down the streets, only a few actually came here to visit. Both the Vishons and Shivers based their power and fortune on the exotic drugs they distributed. For a boost, for a bit more energy, for a better outlook on life, you went to the Shivers. For dreams of escape, you went to the Vishons, and so had Lyka gone, but his dreams were not drug-induced.

      The Mammoth was as large inside as its name. It was so warm, too, that Lyka found himself panting before long. The overheating was just for show; none of the Vishons actually liked it that warm. They could afford it, and that was what counted.

      Dozens of round tables stood around the room, each one neatly set with six silver place settings and a silver centerpiece. The centerpieces were all the same, a noble-looking bear, and Lyka remembered his disgust with them from the last visit. Not only did none of the Vishons look that noble, the sculpture was boring and unoriginal. His mate could’ve made something a thousand times better in an evening, but none of these boorish bears would have wanted it.

      Around the walls, no paintings; mirrors hung at regular intervals over a simplistic grey and white patterned wallpaper. And in one corner…

      Lyka’s knees went weak. This was not good. Rosson didn’t come out for just anyone. It had to be him, there was no doubt about it. Two young bears waited on him paw and foot, and he wore a large robe instead of shorts. The robe was made of a silvery glistening fabric that Lyka had never seen before. Rosson looked bored, even when he turned his head to look at Lyka and his captors. Languidly, he waved them over.

      Callon sat Lyka down in a chair across from Rosson. “What do you want?”

      Lyka’s heart was racing so fast he thought he might pass out. “What?” he managed to croak.

      “We offered you a drink. What do you want?”

      “Wine.” He blurted it out without thinking. Well, it was free; why not go for broke?

      Rosson chuckled, then, and waved to one of his attendants. “Bring two.” His voice chilled Lyka, so deep it got down inside him and made his bones quiver. While they waited for the wine, Rosson watched Lyka through half-lidded eyes. He seemed detached from the group, ambivalent except for a vague annoyance. Rosson was slightly smaller than Feron, and his fur was turning yellowish around the muzzle, but despite his old appearance and half-bored look, Lyka wasn’t fooled into thinking he was slow or senile. Rosson wouldn’t be at this table if he were.

      The bear brought the wine; a large mug for Rosson and a small glass for Lyka. Rosson took a drink and motioned for Lyka to do the same. Reluctantly, Lyka lifted the wine to his muzzle and sipped. It was good wine, full and heady, and he let it roll off his tongue. He’d only ever tasted wine once before, at a Unidex function that came about every few years. That memory brought him back to where he was. He put the glass down and bravely looked Rosson in the eyes.

      “We gave you money; you promised us drugs. I am getting impatient.” He took another drink of wine and watched Lyka, waiting for an answer.

      “I… I need another few days. They changed the procedures… I had to give my contact more money.”

      “What procedures?”

      Calm down. “They used to leave the goods in a storage room. Locked, but my contact had the code. Now they post a guard.”

      Rosson grumbled or growled, Lyka couldn’t tell which. It was a low, threatening sound. The bear’s eyes went to Lyka’s shoulder, where a couple spots of red darkened the white fur. “It’s been a long time since we had a red fox in here,” he said. The tone was light, but the abrupt change of subject raised Lyka’s hackles. He stayed quiet.

      “We got bored of the white ones,” Rosson went on. “Especially when they thought they were smarter than we were. So we took one particularly annoying one and turned him into a red fox.” He fixed Lyka with eyes that were suddenly deep, intense, and not at all bored. “Slowly.”

      Lyka clenched his paws under the table, suppressing the memories that phrase stirred up. He swallowed. “I’ll get you the drugs. You don’t have to threaten me.”

      “I sincerely hope not. You have three days.”

      In three days, Lyka would be getting on a shuttle and leaving New Tibet forever. He almost said ‘all right’ right away, then stopped himself. Don’t be too eager. “Only three? I need five, at least. The guard schedule rotates.”

      Rosson shook his head. “Three. The drugs or our money.”

      Lyka sighed. “All right.”

      The bear took another drink from his mug and sat back in the chair. Lyka took another sip of wine and then got up. His heart was slowing down, and he felt confident and in control.

      “Oh. One more thing.” Rosson’s eyes were nearly completely closed, but Lyka could see the glint between those white eyelids and knew he was being watched as intently as ever. “You may think we are bluffing about the ‘red fox.’ Obviously, you would no longer be useful to us afterwards, and we have made quite an investment in you. So, for the moment, you are right.” The bear stopped talking, but Lyka couldn’t turn away. He knew something worse was coming. The air was still and taut, and none of the other Vishons were moving either. He licked his lips and waited, and finally Rosson spoke. “But we have made no investment in that pretty little artist of yours.”

      Lyka felt his fur prickle and his skin go cold. They knew about Toki. He stared at Rosson, and all his bravado deserted him. For the first time, he felt really, honestly afraid. Rosson’s muzzle curved upwards just slightly, and Lyka knew that he was not bluffing, that he really would do that to Toki. Despite himself, he let a whimper out, and that seemed to satisfy Rosson.

      “We’ll see you here in three days. Don’t make my boys come fetch you. They might not be as careful next time.” With that, he leaned back and closed his eyes for real.

      Lyka shivered again and looked around at the smirking bears. He walked to the door as quickly as he could, and then, once outside, he ran.

      

      He meant to go back to the government building, but he only got halfway there before his legs wobbled and collapsed under him. A passing hare gave him an odd look, but everyone else ignored him. He buried his muzzle in his paws. Not Toki. He would do anything rather than see his mate come to harm.

      The words ‘red fox’ had chilled him, too. Now he let the memories come back: they carried him back to his eighteenth birthday. Toki, his father, and a couple other friends had chipped in to get him the lab coat he would need for his new position, and Toki had drawn his name on it in lovely bold lettering. He remembered his father being sad during the ceremony, and telling him not to worry, that he’d be just one compound over and he’d come and visit. Toki had been in especially good spirits, so excited about finding a house of their own. They’d been formally dating for just over a year, and Lyka’s reservations were finally starting to evaporate.

      After the party, Lyka, Toki, and their friends decided to toss snowballs around by the main compound hall. Lyka’s father took him aside on his way out. Even now, Lyka could remember his yellowed muzzle fur and tired brown eyes.

      “Lyka, are you happy?”

      “Yeah. The coat is great. Thanks, Dad.”

      “No, I mean… are you happy? With Toki, with Unidex, with life?”

      Lyka frowned. “I think so. I mean… yeah. I am.”

      His father nodded. “All right. Hold on to that. I know you want to get off New Tibet. You can’t. It’s a prison, though they won’t admit that. Take your happiness where you can find it, and don’t let anyone take it away from you.”

      He patted his father’s arm, knowing his father was talking about his mother again. He still missed her, after eight years. “I won’t, Dad. I promise.”

      “All I wanted for you was for you to be happy.” His father kissed him between the ears, and Lyka squirmed away, looking to see if any of his friends were watching.

      “Aw, Dad. I am happy.” He smiled. “I’ll see you tonight. Toki and I will stop by before we go to our new place.”

      He didn’t think anything of his father’s hug and slightly strained “good-bye” then. He remembered it an hour and a half later, when he found his father in the bedroom. Red was soaking through the white fur, radiating outward from the knife that his father’s paw still clutched. It looked like a scene out of a nightmare. Lyka felt numb, but underneath the numbness, grief and anger and despair surged and threatened to engulf him.

      “Hon?” Toki was coming up the stairs. “Is everything okay?”

      His voice shocked Lyka out of his stupor. He got to his feet and shut the door quickly, just as Toki walked up to it.

      “You look horrible, what’s the matter? Is your dad okay?”

      Lyka shook his head and pulled Toki into his arms. Toki was an orphan and lived alone with his older brother, and Lyka didn’t want him to have to see a third parent dead. “There’s been… an accident.”

      “Accident?” Toki struggled a bit.

      “Shh. There’s nothing we can do.” Lyka clamped down his grief, focusing on the younger fox, smoothing his fur down, trying to settle him.

      Toki quieted and pulled his muzzle back to touch his nose to Lyka’s. “Oh, Lyk.” His eyes were filling with tears. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t cry, Tok. It’s gonna be okay.” Lyka nuzzled him and hugged him close.

      “But you… your father…”

      Lyka felt a lump in his throat and whimpered. “Yeah. I’ll be okay, Tok. We’ll be okay.”

      Toki whimpered back and hugged Lyka tightly. Lyka nuzzled him again, holding him close, and resolved that he would not let his father’s words become true. He and Toki were going to get off this world someday.

      

      The memory brought back the resolve with it. Lyka staggered to his feet, braced himself against the wall, and then marched through the streets to the shuttle center. It was a squat, dull building, made more so by the gleaming terminal next to it. Beyond the terminal, the vast open field where the shuttle would touch down stretched away for a mile and a half. A few maintenance crews were wandering over it, looking in no particular hurry. Lyka took a moment to imagine the bright white shuttle sitting in the center of the field. Many times, he’d come down here on his lunch break to see the shuttle on one of its biannual visits. It never failed to inspire him. Tomorrow, it would be back, and two days after that, it would take him and Toki away.

      There were only two clerks on duty when he walked into the main office, both handling cargo paperwork as well as shuttle tickets. Lyka looked around the drab government office as he stood in line, tail twitching with excitement and a residual nervousness. Getting the tickets would be a big step, but he wouldn’t be able to relax until he and Toki were on the shuttle and New Tibet was receding behind them.

      “Yes?” The clerk (“Alaska,” the placard said), a bored-looking wolf, smelled dusty and faded, like a room full of old files.

      “I’m picking up two shuttle tickets.”

      “ID, please.”

      Lyka handed his ID over. He almost expected her to smile in congratulations, or look at him with a twinge of jealousy. She maintained her bored look throughout, tapping into the computer, sniffing the card cursorily to compare his scent, and waiting for the tickets to print out. Lyka couldn’t keep his paws and tail from twitching, but if Alaska noticed, she didn’t give any sign.

      “Here you go. Have a nice trip,” she said, just as if he were taking a day hike to the ice fields.

      “Thank you.” He clutched the tickets in his paw and walked quickly back to the door. On the way out, he shoved the tickets in his pocket reflexively; even if he didn’t run into any more Vishons or Shivers, it was best not to wave those things around. Someone might know what they were.

      There were still several hours before he could go home, so he decided to grab some food and sit on one of the rooftops. He wandered down to the market and picked up a couple of the standard fish sticks, then threaded his way into the government sector and to a building he knew to be safe.

      He caught the smell before he saw the wolf, and debated his options. He wasn’t in trouble with the Shivers yet, technically, so running was probably a bad idea. Quickly, he made sure the tickets were well out of sight, and kept walking.

      Mukla was the wolf’s name, if he recalled correctly. The Shivers didn’t go in for the Vishons’ “family name” thing. They were overall a classier bunch, which is why he’d chosen to deal with them to begin with. If he hadn’t thought they would get suspicious, he would have borrowed all the ticket money from them and never gone to the Vishons at all.

      He avoided looking at the wolf directly, but Mukla recognized him.

      “Lyka, isn’t it?”

      Lyka looked at him and feigned surprise, extending a paw. “Mukla? Sorry, I was lost in thought.”

      “Quite all right. How’s the job search?”

      Lyka shrugged. “No luck yet.”

      “Why don’t you let us set you up somewhere? You know, the Family is very interested in your continued employment. We feel really bad about the whole Unidex… thing.”

      “I know. I’d rather find something myself.”

      Mukla shook his head, and Lyka could almost hear him saying to himself, Who can understand foxes? “All right. Well, good luck. Let us know if you need something.”

      Lyka nodded and waved. “Thanks.”

      He watched Mukla walk away. Become part of their Family, more beholden to them than he already was? No thanks. Sure they felt bad about the Unidex thing. Couldn’t get him his job back, could they? And if they’d only been more careful about taking the Unidex logos off the stuff he’d sold them. He’d warned them time and again.

      With a heavy sigh, he trudged along the streets. You’ve been through this a hundred times, he told himself. You committed the crime. You paid the price. He bit his lip, thinking again of how close he’d been. A few chemicals diverted to the Shivers every couple weeks, a few more dollars in his account, and a note in the research log about some experiments he’d never done to cover the missing supplies. After a few years of this, he’d been just a few thousand dollars from the shuttle fare, and then… the visit from security, the closed meeting, and the termination. The reparations they’d forced him to pay had wiped out almost a quarter of his savings, but it was that or prison, and he’d never have been able to shield Toki if he’d gone to prison.

      He’d done it all for Toki, to get his beloved mate off the planet and away from here, where he could have a better life. He’d calculated that at the rate Unidex was paying him, it would take ten years of ascetic living to save up the shuttle money. With a few sales to the Shivers, he’d almost done it in three. Until he’d been found out, of course. By then, he’d promised Toki they’d be on Altair by the end of the year, so he couldn’t reschedule it without giving away what he’d been doing.

      So he’d borrowed some ten thousand from the Shivers, ostensibly to keep him going until he found a new job, but that wasn’t enough to get the tickets, so he’d gone to the Vishons, and with his reputation and quick tongue had managed to get twenty thousand more out of them. The tickets were purchased, but the shuttle didn’t leave for three more days. Surely he could keep out of trouble for three more days.

      Even as he thought that, though, he felt less and less certain. The world was closing in on him as certainly as the jaws of a steel trap, cruel and inexorable, and he only hoped he would be able to slip out in time.

      The rooftops were deserted, as always, when he clambered up and over the fire escape. He took a deep breath and looked out over the enormous cityscape. The roofs gleamed bright white and the whole world seemed cleaner from up here—cleaner and more still. No movement marred the pristine world above. Lyka strolled around the roof, enjoying the fresh snow and occasionally creeping to the edge to watch the world below. For some reason, he didn’t feel as free as he usually did on the rooftops. Maybe the clouds were lower, or maybe they just seemed low and oppressive because of his mood. He sighed. He wanted very badly to go home and rest in Toki’s arms, but he couldn’t, not for another few hours.

      Or could he? He could tell Toki that it was his last day, and he’d taken the rest of the day off, and he didn’t have to worry about the Vishons following him any more—they would leave him alone for a few days, he hoped. With a spring in his step, he jumped across rooftops and down to the residential sector, and hurried along the winding streets.

      “Toki?” he called as he opened their front door. The house was quiet. “Tok?”

      “Love?” floated faintly down from upstairs. Lyka wiped his paws and bounced up the stairs.

      Toki was sitting in his studio, painting, but he’d turned around to look at the head of the staircase. His muzzle had a quirky smile and a quizzical tilt to it, and his paws were covered with spots of reddish and purple paint. “What are you doing home?”

      “I took the rest of the day off after my exit interview. I missed you.”

      “Aww… let me get cleaned up here. How’d your last day go?” He wiped at some of the spatters on his fur and dabbed them with cleaning solution until they faded, then washed the cleaning solution off and slid his arms around Lyka.

      “Mmm. Uneventful. I’m glad to be gone from there. Almost done the painting?”

      “I should have it done by the time we leave.” Toki’s eyes sparkled, and he kissed Lyka warmly. “Did you get the tickets?”

      “Right here in my pocket.” Lyka grinned and made no move to get them.

      “Ooh, I can feel them.” Toki grinned back playfully. “Unless that’s something else. Let me check.” His paw fumbled between them for a while, eliciting a yip from Lyka, and then slid into Lyka’s pocket. He held up the tickets and looked at them. “Oh, love, we’re really leaving.”

      Lyka smiled proudly, keeping his ears perked to hide his inner doubts. “Yep.”

      “You don’t know how special this makes me feel. That you could do this for me. You’re such a wonderful mate.”

      Lyka touched his nose to Toki’s and looked into those beautiful golden eyes. “For you, I would do anything.”

      Toki sighed and whispered, “I love you,” and then moved his muzzle to kiss Lyka’s again.

      

      They spent the next day packing what few possessions they cared about. Cargo cost extra to take, so they were only taking Toki’s best paintings and some cherished mementoes. Toki spent part of the day helping Lyka and part of it working on his painting. Lyka couldn’t shake his vague sense of unease, but the packing soothed him and helped make the move more real. “Keep this or leave it?” passed between them a dozen times or more, and each time brought back memories.

      Lyka turned around once to see Toki holding the picture of them from their marriage. He was smiling a dreamy smile and his eyes were slightly moist. He looked up at Lyka and they remembered together, without words.

      “I vow,” Lyka had said, “to keep you, Toki, forever next to my heart, as part of my life, until death do us part.”

      “I vow,” Toki had replied with a shine to his eyes, “to keep you, Lyka, next to my heart, as part of my life forever, until death do us part.”

      They’d been pronounced mates by the magistrate and hurried out of the room so he could get to the next pairing ceremony, but the magic of the moment had lingered with them for days. Lyka felt after that day that he was able to let his father go, almost as if he had proven that he was happy and was going to go on. Toki’s paintings, too, took on a joy that they hadn’t previously had. Looking at the picture, Lyka felt that joy return to him, enough that he responded happily when Toki stepped close and kissed him.

      By the evening, he was feeling much better overall. Toki was in the kitchen making dinner when Lyka thought he heard a noise outside. His ears snapped up and he padded to the front door to listen. Nothing. He opened the door and sniffed the air. A sinister scent lingered in the air, but it might’ve just been from someone passing by. It grew fainter with each breath. Lyka had almost convinced himself it was nothing when he looked down and saw the envelope.

      “What is it, hon? Someone there?”

      He fought back fear. The envelope had his name on it. “No,” he called back. “Just thought I heard something.” He picked up the envelope and sniffed it. Bear. Callon, maybe, or Torson. He sniffed more closely. Callon.

      He closed the door and brought the envelope in, hoping Toki wouldn’t be in the living room, but of course he was. “A delivery?” Lyka nodded, just holding the envelope. “Well, open it. What’s the matter, Lyk? You’re shaking.”

      Lyka swallowed. “I’m just afraid it might be …” He couldn’t think of anything reasonable.

      “Might be what? A problem with our tickets?”

      Gratefully, he nodded. “Yeah. We’re so close.”

      “Well, if it is, we’re not going to be better off not opening it.”

      “Right.” Lyka stared at the envelope, and finally slipped his claw under the flap and opened it. When he saw the message from the Vishons inside, he felt his blood go cold. He couldn’t move, couldn’t stop Toki from peering in.

      “It looks like a ticket, all right,” Toki sighed. “But why is it all red? Lyk?”

      Lyka just shook his head. He didn’t trust himself to voice any words. Toki was reaching for the ticket, and he snatched it away.

      “Hon?” Toki was looking at him. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’ll take care of it,” he said haltingly. “Red… means a change. Of some sort. I’ll go in tomorrow and look at it.”

      Toki looked at him doubtfully. “It’s not a cancellation?”

      “No. No. Just a change. I’ll take care of it tomorrow.”

      “Do you want me to go with you?”

      “No! You have a painting to finish, love.” Lyka managed a smile and tried to relax. “I know just where to go and who to see. It won’t be any trouble.”

      Later, while Toki was cleaning up, Lyka sat in the bedroom and examined the ticket with trembling paws. It was a copy, not a valid ticket, and it wasn’t printed on red paper. Rather, the paper had been soaked in something red—food coloring, by the smell of it. Last, and worse, it was Toki’s ticket. So they knew everything. Lyka felt his heart sink even deeper. He put the ticket away, but thought about it all night, until Toki lay asleep beside him. Tenderly, he kissed his mate’s ear and wrapped an arm around him. His heart ached with every beat as though it had been stabbed, but he could only see one solution to the problem. He knew there was no other way, as reluctant as he was to break his promise to keep Toki by his side. Toki would be better off on Altair than here, where Lyka could only make their situation worse. The thought of leaving his mate made him cry himself to sleep with silent tears; next to that, he almost didn’t mind that he would never see the blue skies of Altair.

      

      The Mammoth was closed when he got there, first thing in the morning, but he pounded on the door, turning his fear for Toki into manic energy. After about ten minutes, a bear opened the door with a snarl on his muzzle.

      “What the—”

      Lyka slipped past him through the door. “Where’s Callon? I want to see that bastard.”

      “Hey!” The bear reached for him, but Lyka slid behind a table. “Go get Callon or I start breaking furniture.” He lifted a chair threateningly.

      The bear scratched his head, obviously nonplussed. Lyka knew he wasn’t acting very foxlike. He brought the chair down on the table with all his strength, cracking one of the legs. The silver bear-shaped centerpiece wobbled and fell on its side. “GO!” He was panting, ears pinned back, and could hardly believe what he was doing.

      With a sigh, the bear shook his head and ambled towards the back of the restaurant. Lyka set the chair down with shaking paws and sat in another one. He tried to compose himself. Had to keep it together for one more day.

      Callon appeared a few minutes later, walking calmly in. He examined the chair. “Should we add that to your bill?”

      Lyka waved the red ticket at him. “I got your message.”

      “Ah. I trust it was clear?”

      “Here’s the deal. You get your money after my mate takes off—unharmed—on the shuttle.”

      “What assurance do we have of that?”

      “You can stop me if I try to board. You would have anyway. I’ll cash in my ticket.”

      Callon nodded. “And what assurance do we have that we’ll receive the money?”

      Lyka sighed. “What else am I going to do with it? You know where I live, where I go. You won’t have any trouble finding me.”

      Callon regarded him in silence and tapped the table. “Wait here,” he said finally.

      After he’d disappeared in the back, Lyka spent his time studying the sculpture and hoping the Vishons and Shivers disliked each other enough not to share information. The cashed in ticket would cover his debt to one or the other, but not to both, and if the Vishons knew he also owed money across town, they wouldn’t trust him to come here first. Callon was gone for a long while, but the bear who’d answered the door stood a couple tables away, watching Lyka warily. The thought of a bear afraid of a fox amused Lyka for a short while.

      Callon reappeared with a frown. “Your mate will be unharmed and allowed to leave.” He held a paw up. “I’ve been told to warn you that if you try to double-cross us, it will go very, very badly for you.”

      Lyka shook his head. His energy was gone, drained now that he knew Toki would be safe. “What would I have to gain?” He felt Callon’s eyes on him as he walked out the door.

      

      The clerk at the shuttle office looked just as bored as when he’d picked up the tickets. “There’s a ten percent fee.”

      Lyka ran the figures in his head. That didn’t change anything significantly. “Whatever.”

      She handed him twenty thousand-dollar vouchers and the rest in cash. “Have a nice day.” He stared at her and felt like grabbing her and yelling, “Does it look like I’m having a nice day?” She still held his worthless ticket in her paw. He thought for a flash that he could grab it and run, keep the ticket and pay off his debts, but he knew she’d already recorded the return. He’d never be allowed on the shuttle even if he could get past the Vishons. After a last longing glance at the ticket, he walked slowly away.

      Although he had a destination in mind, he walked slowly through the streets, taking an indirect route. Finally, his paws brought him to an elegant fenced yard, with a small intercom at the gate. He stood in front of it, in no hurry to get in, but it blared to life before he’d pressed the button.

      “Business?”

      “Lyka, to see Tyrrrix.” He pronounced it correctly, with the extra ‘r’ rolled in the back of his throat.

      “Business?”

      “Paying a debt.”

      The gate made no noise, but the intercom said, “Come,” and when Lyka pushed, the gate swung open silently.

      Tyrrrix’s house was large but modest, and the only one of its kind on the planet. It was also unusual in that it had a modicum of style about it. Made of stone instead of pre-fab metal, it looked solid and reassuring, as though the rest of New Tibet moved and changed about it, but it remained unaffected and aloof. The stone was its natural grey, and the house’s design incorporated only one archway, under which Lyka was now passing, but he loved it nonetheless. It was almost worth visiting Tyrrrix just to be able to walk under the archway.

      The house itself, like everything else on New Tibet, was sparsely furnished. Tyrrrix had taken care to make it warm, however, bringing in expensive carpets that were soft on the paws and muted the cold stone. He had recessed the lights so they brightened each room without glaring, and actually had several paintings on his walls, though none of Toki’s.

      Lyka waited in the parlor, looking out the window at the mountain and hating it. Tyrrrix padded in almost too quiet for Lyka to notice, so Lyka pretended not to. He knew the tiger liked to take his guests unawares.

      “Again I find you looking out the window, little fox.” The tiger’s deep rumbling voice filled the parlor. Lyka let his tail twitch as if in surprise, then turned. Tyrrrix was seven feet tall, with bright yellow eyes and a scar on his right cheek that was starkly visible in white fur against the orange and black. He wore a robe, as Rosson had, but his was elegant without being showy, a simple light green material that flowed and billowed around him as he walked. His tail was never still, always curling around one of his legs or waving back and forth, even when Tyrrrix himself was otherwise motionless. “Always outward and upward with you, isn’t it?”

      “Not any more.”

      “We had heard that you were leaving us… no? Oh dear.”

      “You knew?”

      “We make it our business to keep track of our money.”

      “Would you have let me go?”

      “Of course. We would trust that you would continue the payments. We are not without resources off-planet, though those resources are expensive.”

      Lyka thought about that. “You probably wouldn’t loan me any more money.”

      “You’re not a very good risk any more, I’m afraid.”

      “No, I suppose I’m not.”

      Tyrrrix sat on the arm of the couch across from Lyka. “You didn’t say you were here to borrow, though.”

      “I’m not.” Lyla took ten vouchers from his pocket and handed them to Tyrrrix. “There. We’re settled.”

      The vouchers vanished into an enormous paw. Yellow eyes blinked at the white fox. “I thought we had a payment plan.”

      “My circumstances have changed. I don’t think I’ll be able to make the payments.”

      Tyrrrix frowned, looking at the money and then back to Lyka. “Be more clear, little fox. I don’t like not understanding.”

      Lyka sighed. “I have other debts.”

      “Oh, you silly creature. Why would you go and do a thing like that?”

      “I didn’t want to take more money from you.”

      The tiger considered that. “Well, we do appreciate that. And this.” He held up the vouchers.

      They sat in silence while Lyka’s eyes drifted to the mountain again, and then he slowly got up. “Thanks for everything.” He managed to say it without bitterness. Tyrrrix nodded.

      Lyka padded slowly to the door, his tail dragging behind him. When he placed his paw on the doorframe, he heard Tyrrrix’s deep rumble behind him. “If there’s anything else we can do…”

      Lyka shook his head, and then paused. “I don’t suppose,” he said finally, “that you could get me a gun.”

      

      “Now, just pull this back and let it go, then squeeze the trigger. Hold it steady with both paws. You’d better be aiming at something big and close, because you’re not gonna be very accurate. I mean, you haven’t had much training.” The old wolf seemed almost apologetic.

      Lyka turned the piece of plastic and metal over in his paws. “Big and close. No problem,” he said.

      “Want to try it out?” The wolf gestured at the target at the other end of the range.

      Lyka looked doubtfully down the range. “That’s not big or close.”

      “Hang on.” The wolf hit a couple buttons and the target moved closer with a loud rumbling. He stopped it at about twenty feet. “There.”

      It took a lot more force to push the trigger in than Lyka’d thought. He closed his eyes and squeezed, and the gun leapt in his paws with a loud retort, pushing him back a step. He cracked his eyes open and scanned the target.

      “Okay,” the old wolf said. “Keep your eyes open and hold the gun steady, don’t pull it down.” Lyka flicked his ears and saw the gouge in the dirt floor. “Here, let’s try it like this.” The wolf’s paws brought his up and held the gun in place, then let go. “Hold it just like that. Keep it steady… now… squeeze.”

      Lyka pulled again and kept his footing, more prepared this time. He saw a hole appear about two feet off center.

      “Better. Go ahead and empty that magazine, and I’ll give you a fresh one to take with you. Now carry it in this satchel, and never, ever take it out in front of a camera, or anywhere in public. The gov’ment looks the other way on a lot of stuff, but they hate seeing these things around.”

      Lyka tore a few more holes in the target, then watched the wolf replace the magazine with practiced paws. He took the gun back and stuck it in a pocket. “How much? About a thousand, right?”

      The wolf shook his head. “No charge.”

      “What?”

      “It’s a retirement present. That’s what I was told.”

      Lyka rubbed his muzzle and nodded. “Yeah. That’s about right.” He shook the wolf’s paw. “Thanks. And thank Tyrrrix for me.”

      

      Toki was upstairs when Lyka got home. He found his suitcase in the living room and hid the gun in it, then went upstairs. His mate was sitting in his empty studio, looking out the window.

      Lyka stood there and looked at him. The light in the studio was off, and the only light came softly from the outside, dim and grey with the approach of night. Toki’s silvery white fur was dimmed to charcoal, silhouetted against the evening and outlined in its soft haze. He was so beautiful, sitting there framed against the bleak landscape, that for a moment Lyka couldn’t bear the thought of leaving him. He felt he might blurt out everything and beg Toki to stay with him. Selfish, he scolded himself, and pictured the hurt and disappointment in Toki’s eyes if he told him they weren’t going to Altair. A part of him whined softly at what he was giving up, but he reminded himself that there was no other way. What kind of life could he offer if they stayed, anyway? He stepped forward and put a paw on Toki’s shoulder.

      “Hi, love.” Toki nuzzled his paw, but didn’t turn around.

      “Feeling nostalgic?” Lyka ran his paw gently through the fur between his mate’s ears.

      “It’s the last time I’ll be looking at Mount Arken. It is the last time, right?” Now he turned, and his eyes searched Lyka’s with unexpected gravity.

      Lyka’s resolve hardened. He would not let down his mate. “Yes, love.”

      “So you got the change all taken care of?”

      “All seen to.”

      “You take such good care of me, love.” Toki smiled and kissed his paw.

      “I do the best I can.” Lyka caressed the slender muzzle, his heart aching.

      “You hungry? There’s not much left for dinner.”

      “Sort of. I’ll eat whatever’s around.”

      “Come with me?”

      Lyka flicked his ears at the question. He usually accompanied Toki to the kitchen for dinner, so why ask? He looked at the entreating eyes of his mate, reflecting the grey light from outside and turning it to silver, and nodded. “Of course.”

      He kept contact with Toki all the way down and all through the dinner preparations, knowing it was suspicious but unable to let go. At least leave me that much, he told himself. He held Toki’s tail, or stayed by his side, or held his paws, and though Toki looked worried from time to time, he never complained. Dinner was a mish-mash of leftovers, but Lyka barely tasted it. He sat next to Toki instead of across from him at their small table, curling his fluffy tail around his mate’s as they ate in silence.

      Usually after dinner they sat in the living room and talked for an hour or so, but tonight Lyka pulled Toki upstairs.

      “Love?” Toki said, looking up at him as they climbed the stairs.

      “I don’t feel much like talking tonight,” Lyka said. He pulled Toki into the bedroom and kissed him fiercely, holding him tightly in his arms.

      Toki surrendered to the kiss, wrapping his arms back around his mate. He sighed, searching Lyka’s eyes as their muzzles slid apart. “Are you sure everything’s okay? It feels…” He chewed his lip and looked down.

      Lyka could hear the rest of the question; he knew Toki so well that he could almost hear his voice saying feels like you’re saying goodbye. “Everything’s fine, Tok. I’m just anxious to get away from here. I want our last night here to be special.”

      Toki forced a smile, but the worry didn’t leave his eyes, so Lyka kissed him again. Toki melted against him and tugged his shorts down as they kissed, and moments later Lyka pulled Toki down to the bed. He couldn’t keep the desperation out of his lovemaking, and he knew Toki noticed, but he avoided his mate’s concern. He smiled and told him how much he loved him, all the while trying to impress every touch, every scent, every curve and brush of fur onto his mind. Only when he knew Toki was asleep in his arms did he allow himself to bury his nose in the soft, lovely white fur and cry.

      

      Toki didn’t ask him about his behavior the next morning. They were both smiling, but subdued, as they hefted their suitcases and closed the door of their house for the last time. The compound manager had the keys and would allot it to another family when it was needed; right now it was the third vacant house in the compound and might remain so for months.

      A light snow was falling, covering the tracks of the morning workers. Lyka watched the patterns and footprints blur and vanish, and thought that he too would be gone by nightfall, or the next day. Yet the snow would still be here, the houses would remain, and life would go on. It seemed unfair somehow, but again he came back to the inescapable truth that he was the only one who had dictated the course of his life.

      They exchanged only a few words on the way to the station. Lyka tried to act more excited, as he would if he were really going to Altair, and eventually he got Toki to smile and his tail to perk up. By the time they arrived at the station and saw the sleek shuttle on the port, Toki was talking happily about his relatives on Altair.

      The shuttle station was huge, but the passenger section was small. There was a large waiting room, and various facilities for the offworld traveler. Foxes, snow leopards, wolves, and a few other species—one otter, one rabbit, and a marmot—crowded the room, most of them offworlders returning home.

      Lyka and Toki found a place to sit, then Lyka took Toki’s ticket and walked over to the counter. The station had only one bus to take passengers across the landing field to the shuttle, so they scheduled four trips. Lyka got Toki on the second one, and then walked back to his mate shaking his head.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “They did the reservations in advance and they put us on separate busses. You’re on the second one and I’m on the fourth.”

      Toki whined, his ears flattening. “Can’t we switch?”

      “She said she’d try, but couldn’t promise anything.”

      Toki sighed. “I guess we’ll both get out there eventually. Just a few minutes apart.” He smiled.

      “Yeah.” Lyka kissed his nose. “Here’s your ticket. Hold on to it.”

      Toki nodded and smiled. “I love you, Lyk,” he said softly.

      Lyka almost broke down again. “I love you too, Tok,” he whispered back, struggling to keep his voice even.

      They sat together in silence as other passengers filtered in, paws resting on top of one another. Act normal, Lyka kept reminding himself. Cherish every touch, but don’t let him see it, because nothing can go wrong here. The time stretched on, until Lyka felt as though he were in a static bubble where nothing would ever change, and he was just thinking how wonderful it would be to stay just like this when they called the names for the first bus.

      Passengers shuffled to the door, showed their tickets, and filed onto the bus. Through the window, they could see the bus trundle along the concrete to the shuttle. It became hard to discern when it was about two thirds of the way there; they didn’t see it clearly again until it was on its way back. Toki squeezed Lyka’s paw as they called his name, and listened attentively for Lyka’s. When the passenger list was finished, he sighed and kissed Lyka on the nose. “I’ll see you on the shuttle, love.” He smiled. “I’ll save you a seat.”

      Lyka forced a smile in return. “See you soon, love.” He watched Toki’s paws pad to the door, watched his tail sway back and forth, watched the cute tilt to his ears as he looked back and gave Lyka a bright smile before getting on the bus. And then his mate was gone.

      

      When the last passenger had walked out, the attendant looked at Lyka curiously. “Didn’t they call your name? Let’s see your ticket.”

      Lyka looked around the empty waiting area and shook his head. “Just seeing someone off,” he said. His voice, he noted, was rather throatier than usual. He wiped his muzzle as the attendant closed and locked the door, and watched the bus through the window until it disappeared against the bulk of the shuttle. Finally, he turned and walked slowly outside. Time to face the end.

      They were waiting outside the terminal for him. Callon put a heavy paw on his shoulder. “Feel like a drink, little fox?”

      “Not yet.” Lyka walked around the side of the building and stood there watching the shuttle. For ten minutes, nothing happened. Then the ground shivered with a deep rumbling, and the shuttle shivered. Fire blossomed under its engines, and slowly it crept up into the sky. Lyka watched enviously as it shed the bonds of New Tibet with careless ease, gathering speed as it went higher, soaring towards freedom.

      “Goodbye, love.” He mouthed the words without voicing them.

      “Now?” Callon rumbled behind him.

      “You haven’t done anything to him?”

      Callon shook his head. “Did you see any of us get on the shuttle?”

      “No. Not that that means anything.” Callon smiled. “Let’s go have that drink.”

      Lyka spent the walk back to the Mammoth searching himself. He felt a curious sense of satisfaction beneath the loss. He’d sworn to get Toki off the planet, and he’d done that. He almost didn’t mind the cost to himself; he wouldn’t be feeling it much longer anyway. Toki would be sad at first, but ultimately he would be happier. Lyka sighed as the restaurant came into view, almost looking forward to the end. As he walked through the door, he took one last glance outside. He didn’t think he would be leaving.

      Callon and Feron escorted him into the restaurant, where one more he didn’t know was waiting. He smelled Rosson around, too, but didn’t have a chance to look around for him. The room was warmer and more stifling than usual.

      “So?” Callon held out a paw.

      Lyka sighed and took the remaining money and vouchers from his shorts. He weighed it in his paw for a moment before handing it over.

      Callon flipped through it quickly. “It’s not all here.”

      “No.” Lyka’s heart raced. “The rest is in my bag.” He bent over casually, hoping the nervous twitches of his tail were small enough to go unnoticed, and opened the bag. Reaching inside, he felt the cool plastic grip of the gun and closed his paw around it. The looks of surprise on their muzzles when he pulled it out were quite satisfying. He pulled back the slide and pointed the gun at Callon.

      The bear had recovered from his surprise and assumed a look of boredom. “Well?”

      Lyka settled his paws on the gun. The trigger seemed loose, so he shifted his finger on it. He couldn’t seem to make himself depress it, no matter how much he wanted to hurt Callon. He had the feeling that if he could just get one shot off, the rest would be easier, but he couldn’t get that first one to go, even when Callon reached out and gently took the gun from him.

      The bear shook his head. “Once you started thinking about it, I knew you weren’t going to shoot anyone.” The smug look on his muzzle infuriated Lyka, and as Callon reached out his other paw, Lyka seized it and bent the index finger back with one paw. Callon jumped, but Lyka held on and bit down hard on the finger.

      Callon howled and swung his arm, but Lyka clung to it, working the finger between his jaws. He tasted blood and felt the bones crack. Something hard and cold pressed against the back of his head, and Callon growled, “You little son of a bitch, I’ll show you how to use this.”

      “No.”

      Lyka’s eyes were pressed shut, but cracked open again at that deep rumble. He felt it in his pawpads. Callon froze, and Lyka found himself remaining still as well. The silence dragged on, until Callon said in weak protest, “But he…”

      “You idiot.” Callon shut up, and after a minute, Rosson went on. “He has no more money, his mate is gone. Obviously he wants you to shoot him and end it quickly. Very clever. But not more clever than we are. Bring him in back. We will get some of our money back in entertainment, at least.” Lyka heard the shifting of a chair and the creaking of floorboards.

      Callon held the gun against his head for another few seconds, then pulled it away. “Get him off my finger,” he snarled, and paws pried Lyka’s jaws apart, none too gently. He was half-dragged into the back room.

      He took a quick look around the dark place, and wrinkled his nose. It smelled bad, full of the old musty scent of bears and fear, and underneath that a hint of blood-smell. The room was shadowy, but he could see the bulk of Rosson on a couch in one corner. On the opposite wall, manacles at various heights were attached. A small window in the top of the back wall let in a little light, but not much.

      Callon pushed him roughly against the manacles and snapped one around his wrist. When he reached for another, Rosson said, “Just one.”

      “One?”

      “No need for more. It will be fun to watch him struggle.” Lyka felt vaguely sick, but for the most part he was numb all the way through. “Start small,” the deep voice said. “An ear.”

      Callon’s muzzle stretched in a grin. He grabbed Lyka’s free paw and held it against the wall with an iron grip. As he leaned over, a faint pounding came from outside. Rosson grumbled. “Feron?”

      Feron looked annoyed, but ambled out and shut the door behind him. Callon leaned over until Lyka could smell his hot breath. “I’m going to enjoy this,” he snarled. “A lot.” Lyka turned his muzzle away, closing his eyes. He felt the large muzzle against his head, felt the sharp stab of pain as the teeth closed in his ear. The fur around his ear felt damp, whether from saliva or blood he didn’t know.

      The door opened. “Callon? I, uh, think you should come out here.”

      The bear paused, and then yanked his muzzle away. Lyka gasped as he felt a tearing pain, and put a paw to his head. It came away sticky with blood, and more blood was running down his fur. Callon spit out what looked like a pathetically small piece of white and red fur, and glared at Lyka. “I’ll be right back.”

      Lyka licked his paw feebly as the pain settled to a dull ache. Rosson watched him impassively from the couch, silent.

      Callon came back in a moment later, gave Lyka a disgusted look, and then walked over to Rosson. They talked in low tones that Lyka couldn’t hear; his ruined ear was matted with fur and blood, and he didn’t feel like turning his head to bring his good ear into play. He could feel the rumble of Rosson’s voice, even pitched low, but could not make out any words.

      Finally, Callon stood up. He walked over to Lyka and stood there for a moment, and then, incredibly, reached over and unclasped the manacle. Lyka shook his head, bewildered, as Callon grabbed his paw. “Come on,” he said roughly.

      He thrust him out into the brightly lit dining area. Whiteness filled Lyka’s eyes, but even with only one good ear, he heard the gasp and the startled, “What did you do to him?” He knew the voice as well as his own, and as his eyes adjusted, he saw a small white shape heading toward him. Impossible.

      “It’s just his ear,” Callon said gruffly. “Nothing serious.”

      Paws grasped Lyka’s muzzle, golden eyes searched his own, and he was forced to face the truth. “Toki?” he croaked.

      “Nothing serious? Gods, look at him!”

      “He defaulted and put himself in our hands. Here he is. Where’s the money?”

      Toki touched his nose to Lyka’s. “Are you okay?”

      “What are you doing here?” Lyka felt despair pierce his numbness. Had all his work and suffering been in vain?

      “Later. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I… mostly.” He touched his ear. “How…?”

      “Sh. Later.” Toki walked over to Callon. “How much?”

      “About eight thousand.”

      Toki took a stack of vouchers out of his pocket. “I think I should keep a thousand for the ear.”

      Callon smirked. “Maybe we’ll just keep your fox, then.”

      “No. Here.” Toki thrust eight vouchers at him.

      The bear made a big show of counting them, then nodded. “Now,” he said, “tell me why I shouldn’t just keep you both.”

      Lyka’s head snapped up at the words. Toki looked confused. “But… I gave you the money.”

      Callon smiled toothily. “And we appreciate that. But he’s caused us a great deal of trouble. I was so looking forward to repaying that debt.”

      “But you can’t do that!”

      Lyka saw Callon’s paw reach back for the gun. “No,” the fox muttered thickly, and reached for the nearest silver bear sculpture. Feron saw him, but only had time to say, “Hey!” as Lyka threw it.

      Callon heard, turned, and caught the sculpture right in the side of the head. He wobbled and lurched toward Feron. Lyka yelled to Toki, “Run!” They avoided a swipe by Feron and were out on the street running before Callon hit the floor.

      

      Lyka heard Toki’s panting behind him as he threaded his way through a maze of streets. When he felt they were a safe distance away, he stopped and stared at the other fox. Toki’s ears were pinned back and he wasn’t saying anything. “What are you doing here?” Lyka said finally. “I saw the shuttle…”

      “How could you leave me like that?!” Toki burst out. “Without even a goodbye!”

      “I had to. They were going to…”

      “I knew, you know. You were acting funny. And I ran into someone at the market a few days ago who works at Unidex who told me you weren’t working there any more. But I didn’t say anything, because I trusted you. And you were just going to leave me?”

      “No! I was going to go along, but I couldn’t…” He stopped and looked at Toki. “You knew?”

      “I guessed. But when we were at the shuttle station, I thought maybe… I trusted you. I didn’t get on the shuttle. I waited for that fourth bus to pull up and looked over every muzzle and when I didn’t see you, I was worried. I made them take me back. But the attendant said you just left. I ran through the station looking for you, and when I got outside I saw you walking away with the bears. I knew who they were. So I got a refund and came running here looking for you. I figured you owed them money.”

      Lyka shook his head. “You knew, and you still threw away your ticket?”

      “Threw away? No, I cashed it in, and a good thing—”

      “No, I mean you could be on your way to Altair! You threw that all away! Do you know how hard I worked… how much I wanted you to get away from here?” Despair was welling up inside him now as the words spilled out, and his failure overwhelmed him. His whole life was worthless, thrown away.

      “I… I thought you wanted us both away.”

      “I did! But that wasn’t possible.”

      “Why did you quit Unidex?”

      Here it came. “That doesn’t matter. If you knew—”

      “It matters to me. Why did you quit?”

      Toki’s eyes were hurt and clouding over. Lyka wanted to spare him, but his muzzle was open before he knew it and the words were flowing, the complete span of his disastrous life emerging from the shadows. “I didn’t quit!”

      “But—”

      “I was fired.”

      “What?”

      “I was selling Unidex supplies to the Shivers to get more money. To get us off the planet. I stole. I lied and cheated and stole, and they caught me. I did it all for you and you threw it back in my face. Why couldn’t you just take it and be happy?”

      The hurt deepened; the golden eyes were fading to grey. “Be happy? I didn’t ask you to do those things.” Lyka saw the disappointment and the disillusionment, and he added to his list of crimes the destruction of Toki’s spirit. The thought made him want to tear out his heart. “I guess,” Toki went on slowly, “we’ll just start over.” He took a step toward Lyka.

      Lyka barked a hollow laugh. “Start over? So I can be reminded every day of how much of a failure I am? Start over?” Toki took another step toward him, ears down, eyes filled with hurt, and Lyka couldn’t bear it any more. He pushed Toki roughly. Unprepared, the fox wobbled on his paws and fell backwards into a snowdrift. “I’m finished. There’s no more starting for me.” He walked away, but before he had gone twenty feet he started to run. He heard nothing following him but the wind.

      

      The rooftop was covered with freshly-fallen snow, broken only by Lyka’s pawprints. A stiff breeze blew across the roof against one side of his muzzle, but he barely noticed. Furious, desolate, he stared out across the grey sky and white roofs, watched the plumes of grey smoke from the factories, and listened to the low background shuffle of workers. He imagined them going from work to home and back to work, in a never ending cycle. More than ever, this place looked like a prison, and he wondered how he could ever have thought escape was possible. The gates were cunningly concealed, but no less secure for that. His father had been right after all.

      He looked down the ten stories to the ground. A few people had noticed him and were watching; cries of “Jump, jump,” floated up to him. He would not disappoint them. He had no job, no money, no mate–no life. All that remained was to bring this stubborn physical shell in line with the rest of the world. He got up onto the ledge running around the edge of the building.

      “…love?”

      Lyka’s remaining ear flicked back. He turned, slowly.

      Toki stood in the center of the roof, tears streaming down his muzzle. He was wringing his paws. “P-please don’t.” When Lyka didn’t respond, he kept going. “I still d-don’t know what I did wrong, but I p-promise, I promise, I won’t do it again, just please, please, don’t do this.” He took a step forward.

      Lyka instinctively took a step back, almost to the edge, and Toki froze. He whimpered. “Love… if you go over the edge, I’m coming right after y-you.”

      Lyka’s voice rasped harshly through the wind. “Why?”

      “You know why.” Toki sniffled and rubbed his nose.

      “You’re better off without me. I’d just fuck up your life worse than I already have.”

      “You’re the only good thing in my life, Lyk. I mean it.” He started to cry again. “I w-won’t go on without you.”

      “You should! You should be gone by now.” He clenched his paws in frustration. “I had freed you!”

      “Free? How can I be free without you?”

      Lyka shook his head incredulously. “I can’t go! I… You can’t be free with me. I wanted you to have a better life. I wanted you to escape.”

      “Escape?!” Toki laughed hollowly. “Escape what? Love… you’re my escape. With you, this world is a paradise. Without you, anywhere would be a lonely prison.” Fresh tears soaked his fur.

      “Dammit,” Lyka yelled, “How can I be so important? I’ve made a mess out of everything! Why won’t you let me go?!”

      Toki buried his muzzle in his paws and muffled a few whimpered cries, then looked up at his mate. “I p-promised not to. And so did you.”

      Their eyes locked across the frozen roof. Toki’s golden eyes were clear again, though glistening with tears, and as Lyka looked into them he saw the sunlight that was missing from this cloud-roofed prison. The world faded away from him and there was only Toki, as there had been in his life for so long. The crushing conviction that he had failed his mate was melting under that gaze, and slowly he started to understand that Toki didn’t care about any of that. Like a sunbeam through the clouds, he recalled the feeling of standing beside Toki and exchanging their vows, the promises they’d made to share their lives. His paws unclenched, and a tension he hadn’t even realized was there drained from his muscles. He shivered, suddenly feeling the breeze again, and stepped down off the ledge.

      Toki sniffled again and started walking towards him, then running, and Lyka ran back to him and was already whimpering, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry” before they collided in a tight, desperate embrace. “I’m sorry, love, I’m so sorry,” he said over and over again, until Toki had to put a paw to his muzzle.

      “Stop that,” he said, and the tears still streaked his fur, but his whimpers were happy and his eyes shone even in the grey light. “Maybe I should be saying I’m sorry.”

      “You?”

      Toki nodded slowly, his eyes locked on Lyka’s. “I let you take care of me. I liked feeling safe, and you made me feel so very safe. Maybe I let you take care of me too much. Maybe… I don’t know, maybe you started to think keeping me safe was more important than loving me.”

      Lyka whimpered. “I always wanted to do both.”

      “I know. But I should’ve told you that I love you anyway, even if we never get to Altair, even if we’re thrown out into the street, even if we have nothing and nobody but each other. I… I do, Lyk. I love you.”

      “I don’t deserve you,” Lyka said, feeling his throat tighten up again.

      “Hush. Just hold me.”

      “Forever, love.” Lyka tightened his hug, and felt Toki do the same. Slowly, Toki’s shivering calmed down.

      After several moments, Lyka brushed his muzzle against his mate’s. “I still want to protect you, you know.”

      Toki nodded. “But no more secrets. I want to face the world with you.”

      “That might take some getting used to.”

      “Then you’d better get used to it.” Toki cracked a smile. “I’ll have to, too.”

      Lyka kissed his mate’s nose, and then shivered at a gust of wind. “I think there are better places we could do this, hon. And you should get cleaned up.” He brushed a tear trail with his finger, gently, and cracked a smile. “You’re a mess.”

      Toki looked at Lyka’s muzzle, streaked with tears as well and bloody all down one side, and started giggling shakily, eyes still moist. “Yes, I should get cleaned up. And we need to get your ear seen to.” He licked the rough wound and whimpered.

      Lyka shook his head. “What are we going to do? No work, no money…”

      “First, we’re going to get your ear seen to. Then we’re going out to a fancy dinner. I still have some money left from my ticket. Hush.” He smiled and silenced Lyka’s protest with a paw. “I know we have to save money. I want us to go to a nice dinner. There’s got to be a restaurant somewhere in this town that isn’t owned by those damn bears. And tomorrow, we’ll worry about the rest. There’s work here for you somewhere, and maybe I’ll sell one of my paintings.”

      Lyka wiped tears from his muzzle. “Nobody here appreciates true art,” he said with a weak smile.

      Toki touched noses and smiled. “You do, my love, and that’s enough for me, and always has been. And always will be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nightswimming

          

          by David Andrew Cowan

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Story art for Nightswimming.]
        

      

      To the southeast of the bustling metropolitan settlement of New Tibet lay a blank frozen plain where the winds whipped savagely, untamed by the crumbling concrete catacombs of the city proper. Snow and ice danced in the frigid air, daring anyone who watched to navigate its ballet. High banks cut through the gales, and the gusts howled twistedly as though it were a wounded animal. The expanse was so impassable that even the colony’s most hardened seafarers and mountaineers refused corporate money and backing to risk the journey of exploration. It was nature at its purest; elemental barbarity wrapped in an impossible barrier. Such a simple beast was given a simple name. For as long as anyone could remember, it has been called the Frost.

      The Frost made its reputation at night. As the exhausted denizens of the city collapsed into slumber, it shrieked and writhed at the mountain’s feet like a caged beast. Its violent, icy breath hissed through the shuttered buildings, those few settlers without homes more often than not expiring under the watchful eye of those crystal winds. Even as the cover of velvet darkness fell over New Tibet, a white monster of purest winter paced back and forth just outside of city limits. The Frost never slept.

      Well… almost never.

      There were the rare occasions when the wind’s screams were muted well before it touched concrete, and the thickly murky quilt of dark clouds left to lurk elsewhere. There were some nights where the bare sky opened into a rich tapestry of the deepest purple, kissed by a universe of dazzling celestial jewelry. The air hushed to a grumble, uttering only the sparsest of noises to remind itself it still lived. Only on precious few nights would the Frost quiet, and this night was one of them. It hovered breathlessly, silently watching… and waiting.

      A figure appeared thus, out of the sleeping city.

      A single speck of alabaster flirted against the dirty stone skyline, twinkling like a star overhead. The star slowly morphed into a figure as the wind lowed by, and that figure morphed into something without a definite shape, always something vaguely remembered in a long-distant dream, but like a dream faded before recognition could set in. One by one, consistent limbs appeared, an arm or two waving about in the cloaking whiteness. A head popped in from the peripherals of memory, and slowly but surely the barest markers of legs destroyed the hazy quality of the figure’s ghostly transportation. Brief flashes of silvery white paws dashed against the snow, only visible because of the faintly reddish tinge they carried. The figure had yet to develop anything in the way of sound at this distance, but it was quite obvious that it wasn’t a star…

      It was the girl.

      She floated on the snow of the horizon’s edge, paws sinking delicately onto the virgin cover. She had the serene manner of an apparition from a distance, but as she neared her figure formed a lot more gravity. She looked less like a ghost, and more like a fallen angel.

      Her form was a study in contradictions; the dress that wrapped around her as closely as a lover’s embrace still flowed and shifted serenely around her, undisturbed by the elements around it. Although her body leaned harshly into the wind, her dress blew with it rather than because of it, whipping along the invisible current with the ease of freshly fallen snow. It was the color of pure moonglow, shimmering oddly in the feeble light of the planet’s mostly-hidden twin moons. Though the night was dark, it managed to provide its own ethereal light for the weary traveler. Despite the panting exhaustion and tired worry of its owner, it maintained a timeless serenity that demanded nothing and proposed even less. It existed in no space, shifting to whatever changed around it.

      The girl, however, looked quite a bit worse for wear. Her face was a muddled palette strewn with too many emotions for one so young… panic, exhaustion, and a great sadness that seemed to stem from a place as deep as the snow she walked upon. Short, terse breaths shot from her muzzle into the diffusing air, gone as quickly as they were uttered. Flashes of red and brown dotted her fur, caked to her skin from the day’s exertions, clinging to her form as the last remnants of the town she appeared to be fleeing from so desperately. She wanted so badly to be rid of them, but she couldn’t shake the buildings and streets no matter how hard she tried. The further she retreated from the city’s horizon, the more dirt appeared, until the weakly flickering dot across the vast horizon had multiplied itself a thousandfold on her paws and limbs. Still, she moved, impatient steps buoyed by a neutral wind.

      Speed was all that mattered. Each stumble she took in the snow was met with an annoyed grunt and a push back from the ground into her loping flight. Wherever she was going, her goal had to be matched with a swiftness she could never quite reach. Still, she pushed harder, and harder, the pants of her exhausted lungs growing heavy and strained with the effort. Clear air was clouded by her sharpening huff, and her steps soon grew as labored as her breaths. Her lungs caught fire despite the freezing temperatures that lifted from the plains, the oxygen she took in only adding fuel to the tortured organs. Her broken bloody paws began to drag ever so slowly, almost like a clock winding down. Her springs had finally loosened too far, and they had no more energy to give.

      The girl’s descent was nearly complete, the springs of her legs preparing to shut down completely as their warnings were consistently ignored. Still, she kept forward, preparing to crawl to her destination if necessary. Just as her breath threatened to steal away from her completely, her faded, fuzzy eyes finally looked upon her goal.

      Greeting her tired glance was a vast and expansive plain, as much the hue of ebony as what lay behind her contrasted white. It stretched on endlessly, reflecting the sky on into the horizon until you couldn’t tell where the copy ended and the original began. A great vast plain of velvety black liquid licked placidly at her tired paws, the object of more than a day’s travel, risking exhaustion and frostbite for.

      It was the sea.

      The vixen stared down into the surface of the sea for a few moments, watching her reflection staring back at her blearily. Her silver-white fur cascaded in disheveled waves over her shoulders, her muzzle sucking in the air as if it were life itself. She looked on, into big brown eyes that appeared timeless but old, weighted down with a weariness beyond the usual merriment that hinted itself somewhere around her laugh lines. Her face was alien and familiar all at once, and the eyes carried especially the mystery of recognition. After a moment or two, the girl finally recognized herself against the waves, and the epiphany nearly stopped her racing heart.

      Those eyes were hers, but they were dying.

      She fluttered weightlessly, her eyes rolling back into her skull. Softly, ever so gently, she collapsed onto the shores of the sea, her dress coming down around her like a matronly blanket.

      As the soft water slowly lapped at the fox’s prone form, another figure moved underneath the black waves. It flowed gracefully in a beeline towards the shore, a child of the water, slipping just on the periphery of vision like a liquid dream. The smooth black oval coasted through the cover of the peaceful water, developing into a sleek body with powerful legs pistoning behind it as it came closer to the shore. Finally, it stopped, and a blunt, whiskery nose knifed silently through the water.

      It was the otter.

      Slowly, it surfaced. Shiny, moonlit brown framed two black, curious eyes that gazed onto the land with an uncanny perception. Its tail ridged along the water a few feet behind it, its body efficient and powerful in the gentle waves of the shoreline. As the otter studied the collapsed vixen on the beach, it made a series of clicks and chirps that were sure to get her attention. Getting no answer, it swam closer, putting its paws on the snow. Its whiskers quivered, dripping liquid onto the shore.

      “Groundling,” it said, “why are you resting here on the snow? I would think a bed is much more comfortable, you know.” Its voice was light and playful, like the sound of cubs tossing snowballs at falling icicles.

      The vixen on the shore just lay there, silent and unmoving. Puzzled, the otter swam closer still. The soft radiance of the girl’s dress almost felt like the weak sun on his face, and it basked in its glow. It let loose a shrill, low, beckoning whistle, but still there was no response.

      “Groundling,” it said, “you should know that sleeping is no fun! Come and play with me in the water, at least, if you really want to be wet.” It splashed at the girl with a paw, its voice excited and energetic, but still as smooth as the waves its owner rode upon.

      Still, the girl in the moonglow dress lay there, the gentle rise and fall of her lungs barely visible.

      “Groundling,” it said, “did I upset you? I didn’t mean to. Talk to me, girl. Is something the matter?” The otter departed from the water, feeling at first the cold sand and then the colder snow against its webbed feet. It studied the figure on the beach, and that’s when it noticed the blood. The vixen’s fur was mottled and disheveled, her frame decidedly gaunt and lifeless.

      “Groundling?” The otter’s voice crashed against the snow with a rising pitch of worry and fear. It ran to the fox, picking her up gently and cradling her in the crook of a damp arm.

      “Groundling?” It shook her gently, a paw reaching up to clear some of the fur that had fallen over her face, revealing a spent expression, clouds of smoke barely registering from her nostrils. The otter could hear her breathing now, her voice rasped and forced as she choked down oxygen. It bent over, peering into the fox’s unconscious eyes, unsure of what to do but knowing something must be done. It leaned in and kissed her, pushing air down into her lungs. It didn’t dare break contact until it couldn’t exhale any more, tears beginning to form in its liquid black eyes as it searched for any signs of improvement.

      “Love…”

      

      She dreamed of a time when she saw in color. The world she lived in as a child was so bright and full of greens, yellows, reds and whites, kissed by the sun and illuminated by its warmth. Even when the skies grew pregnant with the promise of rain, the muted colors still shone through the sheet of gray. Everywhere a young cub looked, there were thing to assault the senses—a cacophony of sights, sounds and smells teasing your tongue, and filling your nostrils, and bubbling your eyes over with tears. This was her world, as a child.

      She had a mother and father whom she loved, and who loved her dearly in return. She dreamed of strong, furry arms to rub her nose against, a sea of white fur that she waded into whenever she wished. Her parents even smelled alike; each had his or her own particular stamp of life that exuded from them as brightly as the sun. Things lasted this way for a very long time, but as with all things, colors began to fade, and dreams grow fuzzy before they can be grasped and made tangible.

      Her mother disappeared suddenly, and the little vixen could no longer smell her life; a stale, lingering reminder took its place, and her father was there to fill her nostrils as much as he could. Still, things were muddled; everyone floated around, looking sad and wearing black, standing around a golden urn that seemed holy and sterile. She knew it was her mother, but she had no idea how someone so large could fit into a space so small.

      And then her dad grew big enough to be both father and mother, so that she became enveloped in him. His kindness, the broad scope of his gentle arms, the way his voice rumbled deep and smooth in her chest like quicksilver—he was as vivid and colorful as the flowers that grew in their garden. He showed her many things, like baseball, and dancing, food and playmates. She was happy again, and things lasted this way, too, for a long time. Then, they faded again…

      She dreamed of black suits and moving boxes. Little by little, the color in her family’s apartment was gobbled up by big crates of earthen brown, until that was all she saw. Her father was dressed in black again, and she found herself wondering if she would be taken to see another urn. She never expected that she would eventually be living in one.

      They loaded up the apartment’s crates as her father explained to her a brave new world full of opportunities and snow. She beamed. She loved snow; they made the greens and reds that she helped put around her apartment that much brighter, and whenever there was snow, there was chocolate, and presents, and father. Then her father started talking of flying away to this world, in this great urn. The little cub was astounded by the sheer enormity of it; she imagined her mother would be much more comfortable in a space like that one.

      The trip took several long months, and each month it seemed she forgot one more color. Gone were orange, red, brown, yellow, green, purple, magenta, lavender and all the sensations that went with it. Her world had become a steady mixture of blacks and whites by the time her big urn had landed on the world they called New Tibet, and somehow empty as well. Over the course of a year, her father shrank until he was a small, tired man who spoke in complex sentences that she never quite understood. She tried to, but he just patted her and said, “Don’t worry, honey…those words don’t mean anything to you.” His smile seemed empty.

      When they left the urn and stepped into the harsh white world, her father had come to remind her of mother. He began to dress in the same shade of utmost black that matched the pits his eyes had become. And as the days passed on, marching into weeks, shuffling into months, and finally plodding into years, he grew even smaller and more quiet, until he resembled a mouse. Her memories of color grew more indistinct as time passed, the ticking of the long days pressing them into the grime of her new home. Everywhere she looked, people stumbled listlessly to their jobs, to school, to restaurants where they would pretend to see in color again.

      She dreamed her father indistinguishable from these people. Even his white fur has become darkened, sinking into the same gray that seemed to cover everything else. His laughing face, his booming voice, his strong, wide arms…all of them deteriorated until they were barely visible any more. His laugh had become like a whimper, creeping darkly from his hollow body. It crept over the walls of her sad apartment, covering everything in her vision. The difference between black and white slowly faded, becoming a steady, drab gray that swallowed her into a deep and unfeeling fog.

      As she floated away inside that fog, her mind also floated with many questions. Why did her father become what he is now? What could possibly have been so cruel to sap his life from him? Why does he whimper so?

      “Love.”

      She blinked. Her fog had dissipated, replaced by the lazy plain of white and black that stretched endlessly before her. She could scarcely feel the cold seeping into her fur and paws, nipping like tiny ants on her fingers and toes.

      “Love?”

      She was in someone’s arms. Their fur was warm, but damp. She nestled into the embrace to keep the cold from advancing any further. Oddly enough, she could only barely feel this stranger’s touch, kept in the same hazy distance that seemed to claim her environment. She looked up. A round, eager face punctuated by piercing wet black eyes partially covered the starry night. It leaned in and pressed its nose to hers. “Love, are you okay?”

      The vixen smiled shakily and hugged her mate as best she could. Never, she thought, has it felt so good to see gray.

      

      The old fox stepped into his cramped apartment, shutting the maddeningly familiar door behind him. Across the hall, a younger couple argued about food. It was a chronic problem they had, and like most things in the settlement, never really resolved enough not to be repeated again. He rubbed his forehead tiredly and slumped over a little, dropping his briefcase near the coat rack where it always went. Everything pointed to the daily cycle, which he would begin anew tomorrow. Before dawn, he would get up and leave for the same office he’s inhabited for the past eight years, do a thankless job that gets harder every year, and come home late into the night, well after his daughter had already retired. The couple would be arguing about something—food, clothes, money…something they never had enough of. Another whiskey or two and he would be in bed again, regretting another day gone by, another missed conversation with his daughter, another inch of ground lost in the gap between him and his progeny.

      He looked around his small, almost boxlike apartment. Pots were placed strategically so they could catch as many of the falling water droplets as they could. Of course, it was never enough; there were still puddles forming in softening spots on the discolored carpet. He sighed a little and headed to the driest chair he could find. Despite the fabled status of the top floor apartments in the complex, even they were victim to the shoddy plumbing that somehow held this crumbling building together. No corporate griping would get the landlords to fix it, either.

      The chair creaked and sagged under the fox, and his body seemed to blend in with the motions of the furniture. He had put in 14 hours today, as well as the day before; despite his management status they still allowed him overtime pay. This breakneck pace of working had nearly destroyed him; there were many late-night trips to the emergency room for a bad heart, several missed days and medical tests that his daughter knew nothing about to this day. Still, it was very much worth it. After two years of 12-hour days, he had finally managed to achieve his goal. The work was excruciating, but it all meant something now that he had done it.

      He fingered his jacket slowly, and a pang of intense sadness washed over him. He barely knew his only daughter anymore; any conversation that lasted longer than a few minutes usually turned into an argument. She had grown distant from him and her surroundings, and ever since she suddenly appeared one day with that odd wedding dress she almost seemed to withdraw completely. He was disturbingly reminded of Hamlet’s Ophelia, gone mad by grief and heartache. Had his daughter come to the same fate? What was going on inside that head of hers?

      His worst fears began racing past his eyes; a heated love affair with an up and coming member of the Families, gunned down before he hit his prime. Drugs, lust, addiction, betrayal… was his little girl somehow mixed up in all the stories he’s heard about? As much as he wanted to put it out of his mind, his daughter’s slowly crumbling demeanor refused to ignore that possibility.

      Of course, the worst thing about the situation was his daughter’s staunch refusal to talk about it. Some months ago, she mentioned something about an otter she was seeing. The resulting argument was the stuff of legends; it was the only time he had threatened to hit anyone, let alone his offspring. That was the last time she really spoke to him about anything, and three weeks later she appeared with the wedding dress. He had tried to ask her about it, but she brushed it off with a few one-word responses, and the matter was closed. As much as he was devastated by her sudden distance, the father felt completely justified in his reaction. A fox could not be romantically involved with an otter; there was no possibility of raising a family that way, and she couldn’t possibly be happy with that.

      The box in his pocket found its way into the fox’s paw, and he squeezed it gently. It was ever so fragile, after all, like all of the desires and dreams that were crushed under the hammers of mine workers or that perished to the elements of New Tibet’s unforgiving landscape. Somehow, he managed to nurture and protect it despite everything, spending years watching it snowball until it developed into something tangible, and real. At last, the day had arrived where he could feel it, swimming among his thin fingers in the warm pocket lining.

      The old fox smiled to himself, a brief flicker of contentment sputtering briefly behind his exhausted eyes. No matter how bad things looked now, he was sure, this would fix everything. His daughter would love him again, once she realized all of the sacrifice and work he had put into providing for her. This was his second and only chance to have a relationship with her… and he wasn’t going to miss it.

      

      “Oh, love, I’ve missed you so much!” The vixen made no effort to contain her excitement, but then, she didn’t need to; her limbs just didn’t seem to have the energy to go where she told them to.

      “I’ve missed you, too.” The otter smiled brightly, his tears slowly fading away back into the liquid pool from where they came. “Are you all right? You seemed to be sleeping pretty hard.”

      The girl blushed as she slowly struggled to sit up, helped by her mate. Slowly, feeling returned to her paws in the form of a dull ache that throbbed slowly along her joints. She tried her best to will it down at this moment. “I… erm, guess I was tired, then.” She smiled unconvincingly. “I took a nap.” She wiggled her toes slowly, wincing as her paws screamed at her once more for exerting them so much.

      “Right… and do all little vixens travel three days out to sleep on the shore of the sea?” He nuzzled the girl with a happy purr.

      She giggled a bit, her smile strengthening. “Well, they would if big, strong otters were gonna come and cradle them when they woke up.” She stretched again, wincing a bit. “Ow…”

      The boy reached over into the nearby water, and lightly drizzled some on the girl’s face and paws, massaging them lightly. “You must have traveled quite a bit without any supplies. You have to be famished! Why didn’t you bring your deep coat, or your sled? Have you been using the tunnels I showed you?” Concern crept into the edges of the otter’s voice once more.

      “Relax, babe… I needed to see you.” The vixen’s face grew serious. “I know what I’m doing, I just had to get here a little more quickly is all. I had to push myself a lot harder…”

      “Mm-hmm… and how quickly did you get here ignoring all of my sage advice?” The otter took on a playfully stern tone.

      The vixen thought for a moment. “A day and a half, I think.”

      The boy was taken aback slightly; making it through the Frost in half the time it took was no small feat; the fox must have had very little sleep, moving constantly without the aid of a sled. “Goodness… love… you can’t do that. I know you want to see me, but I’d almost rather you miss a meeting than see you like this.” The look of surprise melted into concern. “You scared me when I found you lying out here. How could I have helped you if you needed it? Where could I take you? How would…”

      He found a paw clamped over his short muzzle. He smiled slightly and licked it. “Listen, fishy, I’m a lot more hardy than you give me credit for.” Her voice was far too soft to get the boldness she wanted. “I don’t get sick that easily.”

      The otter grabbed the vixen’s paw in his and kissed it. “Well, forgive me for thinking you frail. But it doesn’t take much to see that you’re near exhaustion.” He stood, helping the vixen up. “Come on, let’s get you into the cave… I’ve got a fresh supply of fish there waiting, and a fire. It should help to warm you up.”

      The vixen sighed as she got to her feet, finally looking up at the twin moons that hung together, graceful in the night sky. “I’m glad I made it when I did.”

      The boy nodded. “The moons have almost crossed; I was worried you’d miss it this time.” Together they looked up at Persephone and Pandora, partially obscured by the light cloud cover that had begun to settle along the plains. The larger moon, Persephone, was dangerously close to its zenith, where it would overtake Pandora on her much slower orbit. Every 38 days, New Tibet was bathed in an unnatural, radiant luminescence. It was a breath-taking sight, one the couple had enjoyed for many, many moons. The otter seemed almost entranced by it. “I don’t know if I could have survived not seeing you for another few hours, moon.” He squeezed the vixen lightly.

      “Moon?” The girl giggled.

      He looked at her, almost as if seeing her for the first time. He studied her exhausted face for a few moments before he kissed her lightly on the forehead. “Aye. Have you had any problems with the dress?”

      The girl looked down at her softly glowing robe. “No, but my father still doesn’t approve of it. He doesn’t think…” her voice trailed off into a few mumbles.

      “Come on, girl… we’ll get you in a better mood.” The otter gripped her paw and started off to the east, where Pandora would soon rise. “Fish makes everything better.”

      She nodded silently, and together they walked. After a few moments, she said, “So… are you going to tell me where the dress came from?”

      The otter smiled, whiskers twitching. “At the end of the world, across the Lake of Fire and the Jagged Cliff.”

      “No, silly, I mean really… where did you get it from?” She laughed and batted at his chest lightly.

      The boy looked at her. “Heh… do you really want to know that badly?”

      “Why do you think I ask every time I’m out here?” The girl’s voice sounded a bit impatient.

      “Well then, groundling, I will tell you… but only on one condition.” The otter’s whiskers twitched vibrantly as he spoke.

      “What’s that, then?”

      The otter stopped, looking directly at his lover. “I want you to tell me about your father.”

      “My father?” The vixen looked incredulous. The otter nodded in response. “Why on earth would you want to know about my father?”

      The boy shook his head. “Come, groundling, don’t play that game. You keep talking about him—or almost talking about him—all the time, but whenever I press, you close up tighter than a shell-meat. It sounds like you two aren’t really that close. What’s going on with your father and you?”

      The girl sighed wearily and sat on a nearby snow drift. Suddenly, she looked every bit as tired as she did when the boy first found her. “Then sit, fish. You want to know about my father? Let me tell you a story about a man who abandoned his home and his daughter for his job… for money…”

      

      Try as he may, the old fox couldn’t get the argument out of his head. It replayed in his mind time and time again, like an angry, scratched record, burning itself into his skull indelibly. The explosion was fantastic, one that neither father nor daughter could have imagined. Things hadn’t been the same between them since, much to his chagrin. He tried very hard to bridge the gap that had formed but his little girl seemed to be about burning bridges instead. A familiar heartache washed over him; the fox clutched at his chest as it sent him a little shock of pain.

      These past few years had been so unhappy. He couldn’t have imagined that life would be like this when he first stepped onto the snow-covered soil of New Tibet all those years ago. He had done it because he thought he could provide more things for his little girl, make her life happier. Since her mother died, she became the focus in his life, all that mattered.

      Like so many other things he had since coming here, his relationship with her seemed to be sifting through his fingers, and he was powerless to stop it. He slumped a little more into his chair. Things had been so unhappy.

      Over his right shoulder, the cramped hallway that led to the bedrooms lay in quiet wait. The harsh buzz of the electric lights filled the air with an artificial tension, something he no longer had the energy to pick up on. He gripped the box in his pocket and sat up a little, his eyes flashing once with a fire of resolve. He smiled to himself as his old steeliness covered him once more. He wasn’t completely gone yet; before he went, he was going to take his daughter back.

      He got up out of his chair and headed down the hallway. The electric buzz of the lights seemed to follow him doggedly, but he put it out of his mind for now. His claws thumped lightly on the carpet, and everywhere silence seemed to wrap around the walls like paint. The old fox straightened himself up as best he could, and knocked on his daughter’s door, ears perked for some sound of movement inside. Even her room, it seemed, was unnaturally quiet. He shrugged, and knocked again.

      “Pumpkin?” He pressed his ear closed to the door this time, his bushy tail even wagging slightly. “Wake up, dear… daddy’s got a present for you.” There was no response, and his head filled with doubts. Was she ignoring him? His shoulders slumped just a little and his ears relaxed. Maybe it would be better to give her the present later, when she’d be sure to be in a better mood.

      Internally, he slapped himself, and straightened again. No, he would speak to her now… five years ago, she would have squealed at the sight of her father coming into her bedroom late at night. She loved the midnight runs to the ice cream shop, the late-night board games, the spontaneous movie parties. Somehow, he vowed, he would make her love it again.

      “Daddy needs to talk to you, love.” He knocked again, his voice raised a little louder this time. “I know you’re a little upset at me right now, but I think we need to talk about this. Open the door, pumpkin. Please.” The old fox worked hard at keeping his voice even, trying to ignore the aching tiredness he felt in his joints. Thoughts briefly flashed of his daughter leaving him one day, and how empty this apartment would be without her. He didn’t know if he could have stood the quiet if ever she did that.

      Quickly, he swallowed down the rising feelings of self-pity and turned the doorknob. The door slid open easily; the lower frame whispered along the thick carpet. At least something was breaking the silence, he thought. “Love, I’m coming in.”

      His daughter’s room was in a state of disarray the likes of which he’d never seen. Her clothes were strewn about haphazardly all along the floor, smelling slightly of mildew and decay. Her usually carefully arranged stuffed toys were strewn along the floor in a similar manner, almost to the point where he couldn’t walk across the floor without stepping on something. He sighed lightly, and looked at his daughter’s bed. She lay there under the covers, unmoving. He stepped closer, his hackles raised in growing concern. The room, the bed… his daughter just didn’t seem to be right.

      Gingerly, he placed a paw on her shoulder. It sunk in deeply against her heavy fur. “Honey, I know you might not want to talk to me right now, but I… I just wasn’t going to get any sleep tonight unless I talked to you.” He thought with a bit of dismay how hollow his own voice had come to sound. Years of his management training had taught him to sound sincere all the time, especially when he never meant it. He had gotten so good at it he slipped into that tone even when he was sincere. She must think I’m some kind of creep, he thought, slipping onto the bed. It groaned softly under him, and still his little vixen did not move.

      “I was a little harsh on you, I know. But… honey… you know I’m a bit old-fashioned. There’s nothing wrong with having an otter for a friend, but… well, I want you to grow up and have a family of your own some day, children to take care of you the way I hope you’ll care for me when I’m old and crotchety.” He chuckled a bit, and looked down at her pillow. Still, she didn’t move, even her face covered by her bed sheets. He sighed, and patted her chest. Something didn’t seem quite right; the way the bed shifted and rolled as he sat on it, almost as if there was nothing there. He sniffed lightly at the air, trying to catch a scent of her. There was nothing other than the old, stale smell of her laundry.

      His paw drew up lightly to the top of her covers. “I love you, you know. I only want what’s best for you. I want you to be happy, pumpkin. I’ll tell you what. I know what I said before, but your happiness means more to me than anything. Why don’t you invite this fellow over, and then we’ll talk. Is that all right, honey? Honey?” He shook her shoulder, only to feel it compress bonelessly under his paw. His alarms went off then, and he yanked the covers off the bed.

      He didn’t know if his heart had broken or burst… perhaps both. He raced for his jacket, running from the room with a hoarse shout.

      “Oh my God… my girl…”

      Within ten minutes, corporate and civil police were at his door, filing a missing persons report as best they could with a panicked executive shouting his information at them. After several minutes, they finally got him down from hysterics. The search party was formed immediately, with the old man laughing brokenly in the back seat.

      “I had gone into to talk to her, to give her a present…” he mumbled, clutching a small box in his wringing paws. “And there were nothing but quilts and pillows underneath.” He laughed again, as if to keep from crying. “I fell for the oldest trick in the book, right? The oldest…”

      

      The wind had begun to pick up its familiar howl by the time the girl had finished her story. The vixen herself was exhausted, the dull pain in her paws growing slowly numb as the hours wore on. Oddly enough, Pandora hadn’t shown her face at all, choosing instead to hide among the steadily thickening clouds. This worried the girl somehow; as more of her strength slipped from her, she felt more and more ill at ease, as if something horrific were rolling in with the storm clouds. She hugged her arms closer to her chest. Despite the cold, she felt she couldn’t shiver. Her body was encased in a block of numb, gray ice.

      The otter, sensing her discomfort, quickly moved to her side, draping a dry and fuzzy arm around her. “That’s awful, love,” he said, after a moment’s silence. “Why would he feel that way about me? I’m sure he’s met other otters before…”

      She shrugged and tried to gather herself up for the journey back to the cave. “I don’t know… my father hasn’t exactly been the most rational person I know for years now.” She waved it off dismissively. “Now, what’s this story about where you got the dress?”

      The boy smiled slightly and helped her up. He nuzzled inside her ears and gave a light lick along an edge. “Oh, I don’t know if I should tell you. You probably wouldn’t believe me any way.”

      The vixen squealed and batted at her lover’s chest as she began to limp along. Off in the distance, there was a black dot near the beach. A mile or so more to go until we reach it, she thought. I hope I don’t collapse or anything. “Now that’s not fair! A deal’s a deal, right? Besides, you believed my story… why wouldn’t I believe yours?”

      Her lover gave her a sidelong glance. “Well, there are a lot of things you don’t know about this planet. You weren’t born here… you don’t know it quite like I do.”

      The girl snorted. “Well, what’s to know? It’s a big, boring ball of ice that floats around in space, with all these poor people trapped on it forever and ever until the end of time, right?”

      “Well, to you, maybe,” the otter chuckled. “But to me and my family, this planet is a whole lot more than that. Everything that we find here has a story wrapped up in it.” He leaned down to nose her cheek as they walked. “And well, as you so eloquently put it, since it’s a big ball of ice, there’s only so many things here.” He chuckled. “But that makes everything here even more special.”

      “Right,” she sighed and stumbled a bit. The otter’s strong paws were there to pick her right back up. She gained her composure slowly. “Well, what does that have to do with this dress?”

      The otter smiled anew. “Well, do you know anything about Persephone and Pandora?”

      She shrugged. “That’s what you call the moons.”

      Her lover gave an amused click. “Well, you see, Pandora and Persephone were two sisters who originally settled here. All those years ago, you see, New Tibet didn’t have any moons. The two sisters, though, were beautiful enough to make up for that. Pandora was called “snow flower” because of her luxurious white fur, which seemed to trail after her everywhere she walked like an afterimage that stuck in your mind. Some men would have done anything just to gain her favor, and for that she was a very vain person. She delighted in the attention she got from her suitors, until she expected it as her due course.

      “Eventually, however, Pandora got older and the men, tired of her aloof attitude, began making eyes at her younger sister, Persephone. This enraged Pandora, and she vowed to put a stop to it. The harder she tried to pry the men away from her sister, however, the more they flocked to her. Her jealousy grew into bitter hatred, then rage as Persephone eventually chose a fellow settler by the name of Michael, to marry. They chose to honeymoon on the shore of this very sea. Pandora, consumed by her jealous vanity, set out to drown Michael in the sea. When she did, her sister flung herself into the waters after him, eventually disappearing beneath the waves just like he did, wedding dress and all. A few nights later, according to legend, a great mountain arose from the sea, visible to any who watched from the settlement to the north. The night after that, a brilliant moon arose, as milky white as Persephone’s fur. They called the mountain Michael’s Peak, while the moon could be no other than Persephone.”

      “Right,” the vixen said, coughing just a little. “And what happened to Pandora?”

      “Well, Pandora was so overcome with grief over what she had done, eventually she too died by the waves of the sea. Her moon rose, smaller and darker than its twin, obscured by Persephone every month. Pandora weeps constantly over her sister’s death, but since we’re so far away from the sun it turns into snow before it can get here. Since her sister died here, that’s where most of her tears go. And that’s why there’s the Frost.”

      “Well, thanks for that history lesson.” The vixen sounded less than impressed. “But you still haven’t told me where this dress is from.” She was seized by a fit of coughing at that moment, and doubled over. The otter stopped as she choked, flecks of blood appearing obviously in her white fur.

      “Are you OK, honey? Maybe we should stop.” The boy hunched over, rubbing her back. She stood up with a wave and pressed on.

      “No, no, I’m fine. I just need to sit down for a minute or two.”

      The otter nodded wordlessly, and they sat.

      “So, are you going to tell me about this dress?” The vixen began to breathe heavily, though she rested.

      Her mate looked worried, but kept on to quell his own fears. “Well, it was a present from Persephone for your birthday.” He held up a paw when she looked at him, urging her quiet. “I swam out to Michael’s Peak and asked the moons to help me find something special for you. I wanted something that you would remember, something different so that you would remember me, too.” He smiled and rubbed his mate’s back. It seemed very cold, causing him to bite down more worry.

      “I asked Persephone first, and then Pandora. Suddenly, the clouds parted and the wind shook me right through my fur. I felt like I was going to fall off the summit! When I returned to my cave, look at what was there! A dress… but not just any dress. The most beautiful dress I had ever seen. It was perfect for my lady.” He grinned and nuzzled at the fox, who smiled even though tears were brimming in her eyes. “I knew Persephone wanted me to give it to you… I think she likes you.”

      The vixen giggled and struggled to stand. “You’re silly, fish.”

      The otter was by her side in a flash to help her. “Only because of you.”

      They looked into each other’s eyes and for a moment, they forgot where they were. Pandora, Persephone, the slowly building winds… all were lost against the radiance they shone into each other’s faces. They leaned forward slowly, the otter’s lips parting for a kiss.

      This was when the girl turned to cough again. “Come on, groundling, let’s get you by a fire.” The otter draped an arm around her, and together they traveled to the caves.

      

      It was quite an endeavor to track the girl through the stale city streets. Even with their best sniffers present, they only managed a snail-like pace as they struggled to pick up her trail. They were lucky in the fact that it hadn’t snowed much over the past few days; a good hour’s worth of cover and the delicate trail would have been lost completely. Still, the chase was on, and it took them a few hours to discover where the executive’s daughter had eventually run off to.

      “Well, boss… looks like she went into the Frost.” A polar bear drove the lead wagon through the thin streets of the city, stopping at the gate that cordoned off the wilderness from the city limits. He was a monstrous fellow who barely fit into his seat or his uniform; still, he couldn’t help but have a soft spot for the little fox who worried himself behind him. “What do you think we should do? We could start a search tomorrow first thing if this weather holds up…” A barely muffled whimper was the response from the back seat. The bear sighed and shifted, reaching over slightly to pick up his radio.

      “Units 2 - 7, subject appears to have entered area 52. Repeat, subject appears to have entered area 52. We will pursue. Dispatch, if you could, we would like some backup from the air. Alpha unit, over.” A couple of acknowledgements from the rest of the search caravan and the dispatcher cleared the air. The gates were opened for the crew, and the search party rolled into the white plain of the Frost.

      The fox laughed, though the bear’s small ears could pick up the strain in his voice easily. “It’s a good thing the weather’s so good, right?” He gazed through his window. “Though the moons look really odd this night.”

      The polar bear shrugged. “I dunno, haven’t noticed it really, boss. But we ain’t got long; see those clouds over there? Rolling in from the east, and they look pretty nasty. My guess is we’ve got 12 hours or so, tops, to go out there and find her before we get stuck out there. So, well, you know… we’ve got to be quick.”

      “Well, how much ground can we cover in that much time?” The fox scooted up to the front seat.

      “These things go pretty fast, even over the rough stuff. I think we can cover a good twenty-five days walking or so. If we spread out… possibly more.” The bear grabbed his radio again. “Units 5 - 7, head 70 degrees due east… roger that, due east. We’ll cover more ground if we split, but remember… be well prepared in case the worst happens. Yes, I know there’s a storm coming.” He glanced over to his right, where the clouds gathered. “That’s right… take care. Over.” He glanced back towards the executive. “Don’t you worry, boss. We’ll find your little girl.” He tried his best to sound reassuring.

      The fox looked out of the window forlornly. “I hope so.” Suddenly, he sat upright. “Erm, can you make a turn? Towards the sea?”

      “Why…? What would she be doing out there?” The officer raised a curious eyebrow.

      “My little girl would do something like that, trust me.” He squeezed the box in his pocket, praying his hunch was right.

      The big bear shrugged and turned back to face the snow. A few flakes could already be seen falling slowly on the windshield. The fox prayed earnestly, for the first time in a long time. His soft, shaky voice droned on inside the cabin as they sped towards the full orb of New Tibet’s largest moon.

      

      Even a warm fire and some well-cooked fish didn’t improve the girl’s situation much. She slowly deteriorated from a sitting position, to slouching, then finally lying down, curled up in much the same way she had when he found her. The otter did his best to keep her in good spirits, but she was growing less responsive. About the only time she did exert any effort was when she coughed… it was a terrible, clogged and sickly sound. Finally, the otter nudged the girl, trying to lift her up.

      “Love? What’s the matter… do you need help?” He stroked her neck softly, watching her bosom rise and fall with shuddering wheezes.

      The vixen stared straight ahead, into the fire that guarded the entrance to the cave. Her eyes were glazed and lidded, almost as if they couldn’t see. “No… I think I’m fine…” Her voice was barely a whisper when she answered, slow and measured. Speaking had become an effort for her.

      The otter’s alarms rang loud and clear with a sudden and immediate urgency. He cradled one arm over his shoulder and hefted the vixen up. He watched her fur cascade around her, hanging limply as she did. “Come on, groundling, you have to help me walk…” The vixen’s voice shot back a slow, prolonged moan, and the boy froze. He had no idea what to do.

      “Could you… do me a favor, love?” Her voice was even weaker than before. She tried to stand, but it seemed her legs just would not allow her.

      “What’s that?” Her lover’s warm breath nestled against her cheek fur as he nuzzled her, licking over her ears.

      “Can you take me outside? I want to see the crossing.” She leaned heavily onto her mate, her limbs moving weakly. He could tell she was trying desperately to walk.

      The otter helped her limp along to the opening, sidestepping the fire. A chill blast of air punched them both in the face, and the vixen swooned lightly, putting even more weight onto him. With a small grunt, he almost carried her out, sitting with her on a rock facing the sea. “Love?” His voice choked as he looked at her slowly closing eyes. She looked up barely, and managed to smile. For an instant, her eyes grew alive again. She pressed her finger to her muzzle.

      “Quiet,” she whispered. “I want to share this with you.”

      The boy nodded, grabbing the shoulders of his beloved while he forced his mind to accept the inevitable. Whatever had happened out there, with her father, and the city, and her flight here, it had taken its toll. Tears began streaming down his muzzle as he tried to prepare what lay ahead.

      In his arms, his lover was dying.

      

      The search for her in the Frost took at least as long as it did in the city. Even outfitted in the best search vans corporate money could buy, they only managed to find barely enough to let them know they were on the right track. A small scrap of blood here, a pawprint there… all of them pointed in the direction the fox had originally sought out. The bear called in the other team, and together they combed the area fervently. The sea had quite literally caught them by surprise; growing waves splashed onto the shores, egged on by the redoubling winds. Several of them were nervous now… certainly, it was time to turn back.

      Still, the fox pushed them on, almost frantic in the belief that somehow he would find his daughter somewhere here. His vulpine eyes searched the shoreline for some indication… any indication that she had been there.

      He saw it, to his right. A light twinkling off in the distance.

      There was something there, all right.

      The polar bear watched the smallish executive jump excitedly, waving off into the distance. “There! There, see that light? That light! That’s where she is, I know it.” He jumped into the car hurriedly, and shouted. “What are we waiting for? We’ve got a little fox to find, let’s go!”

      The police officer shrugged at his men and trundled into the car slowly. He sighed and slowly turned towards the flickering light he could barely make out. Off to his right, he could barely make out a little brighter glow on the snow. He looked up, watching the smaller moon out race the storm clouds on her trek across the sky to join her sister. How appropriate, he thought. We should get them back together in time for the crossing.

      More snowflakes began to fall as the seven car search team rolled on to its destination.

      

      The vixen always loved the crossing of the moons. Ever since the first time she saw it eight years ago, she had been mesmerized by the merging of the two heavenly bodies and the odd, brightly mellow light it gave off. Before things had gotten so bad with her father, they used to hike up to the roof every time it happened, watching New Tibet become illuminated by it. It was one of the few things she had to look forward to, now and then.

      Her body was seized by another harsh round of coughing. She was so tired, even though she couldn’t feel anything; gradually, her body just seemed to lose a limb now and then, until she just felt her head floating there, in space. Now, even that was getting away from her; her brain felt padded and distant, almost like it were in the process of being shipped away without her permission. So, eventually, she would feel nothing, and her eyes would close for the last time, and she would be lost forever in the light of those two moons with the one she loved. An ache stabbed her heart, strongly enough that she would wince had she the energy to. This is what dying feels like, she thought.

      She vaguely registered her lover moving; his head must have been turning. She would have looked too, but she had to keep her eyes trained on the moons. If she moved too much, she feared, she wouldn’t be able to look at them again.

      Her lover’s voice sounded far away, light and singsong. “Somebody’s coming, love. Over from the north. Looks like a lot of people.”

      She just grunted her response, eyes trained ever fixedly on the night sky. Little by little, the faraway, dreamlike sounds of vehicles addled in through her fog, growing much more distinct as time went by. The otter always kept his arm around her, though she suspected he must be looking worriedly at the approaching group. In the back of her mind, she knew her father must be looking for her, and her weak stomach sunk with the thought of what might happen if they were found.

      Her brain suddenly screamed at her. She had to get up somehow. She struggled to find her body, to make her limbs work, but the best she could manage was a disembodied twitch, her toes feeling covered in something oddly warm. But snow isn’t warm, she thought…

      “What, honey… what?” The otter’s voice pierced through her cloud with its steadily rising panic. She wondered for a moment where she was, and then she remembered the moons in the sky. The big one sat there, patiently waiting for the arrival of the smaller twin. As it seemed to stretch visibly across the night, she heard the rev of an engine. She groaned curiously. Since when did the moon become engine-powered?

      All around her, she felt the vague discomfort of chaos unfolding. She struggled to do something about it, but the more she tried to move, the tighter and more constricting the fog grew around her, until it was all she could do to keep her head focused on the two moons growing closer.

      After several moments, the moons seemed to undulate… and then expand… filling the night sky as they did her vision. She was lost to everything else. Every once in a while, a bird would fly by through the fog, though she could not see it. It called to her, and she tried to find it but the gray mist surrounding her was un-navigable. “Love! Love!” It was like a beacon, and she had to follow it.

      The vixen in the moonglow dress couldn’t feel anything any more. She had left her body completely, and where on earth she was going, she couldn’t possibly imagine.

      

      The fox had completely gone into hysterics. He shrieked and jumped in the back seat, leaning desperately out the window as they grew nearer to the light that had so attracted his attention before. He barely waited for the search vehicle to stop before he jumped from the door, running at a breakneck pace to get to the light.

      The polar bear sighed and followed at a slower clip, the events seeming to unfold in slow motion. The light was a fire, and around this fire there were two individuals. An otter the likes of which he’d never seen before held a young vixen in his arms, shaking her and seeming to shiver. He looked over and the old man had nearly exploded, rushing towards the fire and bowling the otter over. He took the girl and hugged her to himself, his shrill, panicked cries alerting the rest of the party something was up indeed.

      “Guys, get some med units out of the back,” the bear sighed. “I think we have a situation here.”

      

      The vixen awoke at the sound of a loud scream. Suddenly, she remembered herself; she seemed to be falling through her fog, landing on something soft and slightly wet. She was lifted just as suddenly, and she smelled something as she flew through her fog. It was her father, but decayed and rotten. It stank of death.

      When did my father die?

      “Pumpkin…? Pumpkin?” A voice that sounded like her father’s, but shrill and grating like the sound of metal screeching, attacked her senses. “Pumpkin, hang on, OK? Daddy’s here and he’s gonna make everything better, and we’re gonna take you to a hospital and fix you up and you won’t ever have to see this place again, OK? Pumpkin…”

      “What… where…” She heard a voice that sounded like hers, but it couldn’t have been. She didn’t say anything. Did she?

      “Where… where’s the… fish? Otter…” Her voice trailed off, echoing inside her head.

      “He’s not around, honey… he won’t be for a very long time. He’s going to pay for what he’s done to you. Oh, what did he do to you? My baby…” She heard sobs somewhere, but she couldn’t move to see where they were coming from.

      What was he talking about? Did my love poison me? Something didn’t seem right. Whatever he was talking about, it couldn’t have happened to her. He was going to take her mate away from her… and the moons. Her brain stabbed again with the need for urgency. Trapped inside a pastel nightmare, she couldn’t move… or speak. Something else seemed to be speaking for her and even though she felt largely in agreement with what it said, it still bothered her.

      “No… no.” She struggled around for her missing body, but all she could get was disjointed sensations. A touch here, a smell there… nothing strong enough to anchor her.

      “Honey? Honey, I have something for you. It’s a present… I know it’s what you’ve always wanted, and I tried so hard to get it. I worked so hard, pumpkin… all those years of working, not seeing you, not being able to play games with you, watch you grow up… I wanted you to have a future, sweetie. A future… you can’t have a future stuck in a place like this. You were so pretty… you deserve better. I want to give this to you. I love you.”

      Love? What was that word, love? She tried placing it to something tangible… the word sounded so hollow and empty coming from him, and she was stricken with the sudden realization. This… this panicked, frenzied man was her father. Not the one that she remembered, though… the strong arms, the laughing muzzle, the smell… it was something different he had become. She hated him for it. He abandoned her, and took away everything she ever loved.

      Her voice was unusually strong for a dying girl. Her seeming disassociation and weakness were gone, suddenly replaced with a strong, but quiet, whisper.

      “I… want nothing… you have to give.”

      As if a magical phrase had been spoken, the girl departed completely. The strings around her were suddenly cut free, and she floated… away from the frenzied voice, away from the fog… into a place with color.

      

      The bear got there just in time to hear the fox’s shrill wail pierce through the air, mingling with the rising howl of the winds. He clutched some kind of box as he curled up over his daughter, his entire body racked with great, heaving sobs. He blinked once and took off his hat, his ears disappearing into his headfur. He sighed and turned to one of his men, a hare with a lean and hungry look.

      “Sipowa, see what you can do about that otter? I don’t know how safe those waters are, but if we can find him, we’ll find him.” The hare nodded, and plodded off—to pass on his instructions to someone else, no doubt.

      The otter had stared for a moment at the odd fox that pushed him aside, then looked up with wild, frightened eyes and jumped immediately into the sea. He couldn’t blame the boy. He likely would have done the same thing given the situation. Holding a corporate executive’s dead daughter is a one-way ticket to prison, no matter what happened.

      The plains had begun to take on a soft, surreal glow as the moons merged with one another. The vixen in her father’s arms looked almost like a ghost, or an angel, sullied by her fall to earth. She shook lifelessly in the old man’s embrace, indifferent to his pleas to come back for him. The officer sighed and knelt next to his boss. He hugged him a bit, nodding to the medical unit that stood hesitantly a few yards away.

      “Come on, boss,” he said, lifting him to his feet. “Let’s go.”

      The fox dropped the box in his paws, spilling a piece of paper onto the girl’s chest. As the medical unit begun dressing the body, declaring time of death and all other legal unpleasantries, the search party began to pull away. The old man’s wails slowly mingled with the shrieking wind as the girl’s dress fluttered about in the storm-ridden air. Slowly, they gathered her up as well, placing her in the medical unit, driving off back towards the comforts of the city.

      As they left, a gust of wind swept the vixen’s ticket back to her homeworld into the air and whisked it to the sea.
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      He stretched out fully, joints cracking quietly as he worked the kinks from his body. It was cold again, so he pulled the last heat stick from its clip and broke the seal.

      The last heat stick.

      Checking his watch, he snapped fully awake when he saw the time. He had overslept! A quick flick of his wrist and the small portal snapped open. His face was immediately bathed in a bluish glow.

      He gasped at the sight and a tingle in his nose quickly sent tears down his cheeks. Tears of joy! Below him the Earth lazily turned, Africa’s eastern coast clearly visible at the edge of a massive layer of thick, perfectly white clouds.

      After wiping his eyes, he placed a paw against the glass, running it over the ethereal sight below as his heart raced. He made it! He was here! If only Raph could see this!

      The name struck him like a hammer. His heart sank as quickly as it had soared and tears of a new kind rushed from his eyes. A claw traced over the small window, running over the clouds below; clouds that now seemed so much like the perfect white fur he had come to know and love so well. Moisture in his eyes abruptly blurred them, completing the illusion as his throat seemed to choke itself.

      “Oh Raph…”
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        * * *

      

      “It really is pretty,” Lon thought, his gaze climbing to the distant summit. Ramping up the steep southern slope of Mount Arken, his mind followed his eyes, leaping from the tall peak and rising ever higher. On and on his eyes climbed, until they broke free of the relentless chill and on to freedom. Space may be even colder than this place, but oh, to bathe in solar wind on a journey far from here!

      He shivered and pulled his tail in closer, then adjusted the dial on his heat web up another notch. Summer was almost tolerable, but in winter even an arctic fox needed some help. Wearing clothes only made it worse, so the stiff breeze rustled his thick, fully-puffed fur as he let his eyes fall back to the ground. The criss-cross of heating elements was annoying, but it did keep one warm.

      That word flicked across his mind again. Freedom. His only crime had been naiveté, but he was most certainly a prisoner. A sigh escaped him, curling away in a thick mist as he took in the majestic mountain again. In the end, though, he was just another fool, among thousands, who came here thinking a productive new life awaited.

      “Break’s over,” a deep voice rumbled, making him jump. He turned to see a new face, one he hadn’t seen guarding the maintenance tarmac before. As bears go this one was very slightly smaller than average and wearing the expected uniform; dark pants that ended at the knees, a web belt with cuffs and such, and a curved policeman’s cap.

      “Your supervisor asked me to let you know,” the bear said, catching the quizzical look on Lon’s face. But Lon hadn’t even gotten to asking the question yet; he was still trying, and failing, to not stare.

      The cop was uncommonly handsome. From what the fox knew, he probably wasn’t considered a good looking bear, but there was something about his features, and his eyes, that struck Lon just right. It took a monumental effort to snatch his eyes away, and when he did manage it, they ended up blinking at the ground like a bashful kit’s.

      “Oh, thanks,” he stammered, then collected his thoughts and started back toward the freighter. No sense in trying, he thought, government types had it too easy to bother with some underpaid, overworked, down-on-his-luck vulpine. And he wasn’t interested in being someone’s latest slumming trip.

      “Excuse me,” the cop said, making him glance back. The bear was following and fell into step beside him, looking down and smiling. “Sorry if my asking bothers you, but what time do you get off?”

      Lon nearly tripped and turned his slender snout up to meet the bear’s gaze. Those eyes were playing with his head again the moment he locked onto them, and another silly smile tugged at his muzzle in spite of his efforts.

      “Ten,” he answered without thinking, then shook his head. Why would a cop bother with him, especially one wearing a government pin on his hat? He gave him another quick glance as they reached the maintenance cart he was using, the grin still nagging his snout. “Why?”

      “Well,” the bear began, returning his smile with one that absolutely melted the fox’s heart, “I’ve been watching you the last few nights and think you’re really cute.” He quickly waved a huge paw when he saw Lon’s reaction, adding quickly, “Stupid! Sorry! I don’t mean in that ‘oh look, it’s a cute fox’ way. It’s the way you’re always staring at that mountain with such wonder, and the little ways you amuse yourself while you work. I’d like to buy you a drink.”

      Lon’s heart skipped a beat. He really was being asked out by a have. Only a have-not can know how that feels. So what if it turned out the bear was just slumming? He could always find a way to exit gracefully.

      “I’d love to.”

      

      Lon was trying to be patient, but the hare wasn’t getting it. “What do you want me to do, ask for a blood vow?”

      “You should be so lucky!” his skinny, gentle friend cried before taking another swig of warm beer. “I’m telling you, he’s Vishon!”

      “He’s a cop, damnit!” Lon argued, exasperated.

      “He’s a Vishon that somehow connived his way into cover as a cop! Everyone knows a bear is a Vishon, including you! Why are you so suddenly sure that you just happened to meet the one bear on this whole miserable planet who isn’t one?”

      Lon took a small sip of the single beer he allowed himself for the week and sighed, “Can’t we just enjoy ourselves tonight and stop arguing? Listen, they’re playing your favorite song.”

      Bevan glanced around the crowded, dimly lit bar and over the dance floor, which was throbbing with dozens of drunk or about-to-be drunk miners.

      “It is not, liar,” he countered, forcing a smile, “but I’ll let it go. For now. Just be careful! I don’t want to find you half a year from now, standing on a corner shooting dope and pimping for him.”

      “Now watch it!” Lon snapped, but he too smiled a moment later. “Mom.”

      “Would you do to your mother what you did to me two months ago?” the hare asked slyly.

      Lon laughed and took another gulp. “No, definitely not! But don’t worry, my friend, I am not as naïve as I used to be.”

      “Let’s hope so. Hey… what about that boss of yours?”

      “He’s been dead for six months, dummy. I’ve told you that before. Besides, the interest was entirely one-sided. Sure, he was buff and big for a snow leopard, but I wouldn’t do any more than I had to for a guy like that. It’s not as if he wanted to marry me.”

      “Like what? You never talked about him much. I guess that’s why I keep forgetting.”

      “Like dragging my interview out for an extra hour before I got the job, if you know what I mean. And I was, um, evaluated about once a week.” Lon admitted, sipping his beer and shrugging. “I was glad to hear about the accident, to be honest.”

      “Aw, man, I didn’t know. Sorry, pal, that must have been hard.”

      The fox waved a paw. “I just never really felt the need to mention it. I’m not ashamed, though, if that’s what you mean. I did what I had to do. You gotta on this dump.”

      “Believe me, I know what you mean,” the hare agreed. “Oh?”

      “My friend, I’m a young, skinny sales clerk in a trinket store owned by a Shiver underling.”

      “Damn, I’m sorry. I guess I can be naïve sometimes. You get so caught up on your own problems…”

      “I know, don’t worry about it. Just don’t make more problems for yourself with this bear. Be careful about him.”

      “I will. Now, shut up and dance with me,” Lon insisted, rising as a slow song began, “before someone comes along and snatches you away.”

      

      “Tell me again how you got us in here?” the fox asked, running a claw lightly down the bear’s chest.

      “I told you, I called in a favor.”

      Lon fed the cop a bite of cheese and then enjoyed another himself, savoring the rich taste. “What kind of favor?”

      “I gave the manager a few free hits because he’s such a good customer,” his lover deadpanned.

      Lon eyed him for a moment until the bear snorted and shook his head, eyes twinkling. “You silly fox. I won a free night for winning this quarter’s marksman competition. The favor was getting tonight off instead of a weekday because I was covering for a coworker the night I met you. Do you really still think I must be a Vishon drug dealer? I wasn’t born here, remember.”

      The fox snuggled his head into the lush, heavy fur of the cop’s chest and grinned a little. “Well, you have to admit that a clean bear is a pretty rare thing. How do you get away with it? Why do they let you?”

      The bear raised an eyebrow and gently lifted Lon’s face in one of his large paws, giving him an assertive yet soft look. “I am not a drug dealer, a drug dealer’s lackey, or any other manner of Vishon. I’m a cop. A good cop. Believe it, my handsome little fox, or I’ll prove it and put you in jail.”

      Lon chuckled and shook his head slightly. His lover playfully used his paw to nod Lon’s head more strongly, making him giggle.

      “OK, stud, I believe you. Promise.”

      “Good,” the bear said, taking Lon’s head in both his paws and pulling him slowly up. They shared a soft kiss before he draped the fox over him. “Now, it’s time to make you go ‘woohoo’ again.”

      

      The fox and hare sat face-to-face in the middle of Bevan’s tiny apartment, each propped on one paw, legs straddling each other’s hips, noses close, the two of them surrounded by rags and bowls of warm water. Although both were nude, the frequent grunts and sharp breaths had nothing to do with pleasure.

      “Lon, I do believe you got it worse than I did,” Bevan said with a sigh as he gingerly wiped around the fox’s right eye, which was badly swollen and bleeding from a slit along the side.

      “It looks worse than… ouch!”

      “Sorry!” Bevan said quickly, flinching. Lon took a deep breath and then chuckled. They shared a few moments of giggling as the absurdity of the situation set in.

      “If you had bet me this morning that we’d both get mugged, barely an hour apart, in different neighborhoods, I would have told you to be more realistic.”

      “At least we didn’t get raped,” the hare suggested.

      “For a few moments there I wasn’t sure,” Lon said, using his free paw to continue a similar treatment of Bevan’s right eye, “I think they definitely thought about it.”

      Bevan suppressed a shiver. “Don’t talk like that. I’d rather just count my blessings and forget the rest could happen. Maybe we should start walking around in bear costumes. There’s benefits to not being two of the smaller species around.”

      The fox chuckled in spite of the pain. “What did they get from you, anyway?”

      “Everything I had for the weekend and next week,” the hare replied after rolling his eyes, “and my datastrap.”

      “Bastards.”

      “What about you?”

      Lon managed to tease away the last bits of dried blood from the hare’s cheek and started rinsing the rag in a water bowl. “I didn’t have my credit chip, so they took my datastrap, necklace, and then beat me some more for inconveniencing them by not having any money on me.”

      “Ugh. My poor friend. ”

      “My ribs are killing me. Let’s get this finished up so I can lay down.”

      “Well, hell, like I said, you’ve got it worse. Why are we sitting here with you fussing over me?” The hare started to get up. “Come on, I’ve stopped feeling like I’m going to puke and sitting there like that isn’t helping you.”

      Lon stopped him with a paw and pulled him back down. “Nothing doing. I’ll be OK until I get the salve on you. Now sit and hold still.”

      “You don’t have to, Lon.”

      “What are friends for? Now let me finish, my slight, harmless, helpless pal,” the fox said, holding up a cotton swab and grinning evilly.

      Bevan looked from the swab to the tube of antiseptic, then back again. “Let me guess, the effectiveness of salve is directly proportional to the intensity of its sting?”

      “This is very effective,” Lon said, “so take it like a man.”

      “Just remember that you’ll be getting yours in a minute,” the hare cautioned him, smiling and grimacing at the same time as the swab approached the cut under his eye.

      “I know, I know.”

      “Oooouuuuch!”

      

      “Why, by the way, are we taking this so well?” Lon asked from beside the hare. They had been stretched out on Bevan’s bed for over an hour, talking and getting their heads back on straight.

      “What, that we’ve been robbed, beaten, had our forthcoming weekend effectively ruined, spent the last hour and a half treating each other’s wounds, and are now lying here with no chance for justice?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Because it’s about the fourth time for both of us?”

      “Five for me,” Lon said, shifting slightly to his side and facing his friend. “Don’t you think it’s absurd that we’re getting used to this? That we expect to get attacked now and then? Why did I ever come to this hell hole?”

      “Yes, and you came because you fell for the ads, just like I did. Just like thousands of others have. There’s too much money coming out of this place for Earth to be bothered with the truth. You know how it goes… money talks. Always has, always will.”

      “Thanks, I really needed to hear that.”

      “I aims to please.”

      They lay stretched out on Bevan’s bed in silence for a few minutes, Lon with his paws clasped behind his head to ease the weight on his sore ribs. The hare, for his part, was nursing a sprained wrist, a shallow gash on his neck where the knife had been held, and a nose that had finally stopped bleeding.

      “Maybe I could hook my way outta here,” Bevan ventured.

      Lon snorted, almost laughing, and nudged him. “Have you seen any well-off prostitutes lately?”

      “They’re just lazy,” Bevan said, warming to his joke, “but I’d work hard! Hey, you could be my regular customer. I’d even give you a discount now and then, as only a friend should. Even though it would delay my escape from the cold, hard clutches of this place, I would do it for you, my dear friend. I could be outta here in months. And you, now wait a second! You should do it too, ‘cause you’re buff for a fox. You could make a fortune. We could even work as a team! I’d take the smaller, gentler ones, and you could handle all the beefcake.”

      Lon laughed so hard his ribs protested, and he gave the hare a whap where he didn’t hurt already. “Oh, thank you, my dear friend!”

      “I aims to please.”

      “Then blow me. I could use some pleasure right now.”

      “You know I like you too much to have sex with you,” the hare said sweetly, giving him a kiss on the nose.

      “It’s too bad,” Lon said, returning the kiss before moving slowly to stand, “that we ended up feeling like brothers rather than mates. Anyway, I’d better get home and get to bed.”

      “You’re welcome to stay,” Bevan offered, “are you sure you’ll be all right?”

      “I’ll be fine. They didn’t bonk my head,” the fox replied, “and if you’re feeling up to it, I’ll buy you a beer and front you a little money tomorrow.”

      “No, you don’t have to, but thanks.”

      “I know I don’t have to,” Lon countered, checking both directions outside the door as it opened. He turned back to his friend, “I aims to please. Oh, and don’t tell Raph what happened.”

      With that he closed the door and headed across the small field to his own building.

      

      Raph watched the bear advance. Something in her body language made him certain she was coming straight for him.

      He took another bite of halibut and chewed slowly. He could never get enough, especially when it was cooked with garlic, oil, and chives like the slab he currently worked on. He wished the approaching Vishon would leave him alone to enjoy it, but no such luck this time.

      “May I?” she said, pulling out the chair opposite him. She didn’t wait for an answer as she slid in and made herself comfortable, eyeing him with a friendly smile. He knew better than to believe it. He may be fairly new to this society, but he wasn’t naive.

      “My name is Anna,” she said, clasping her hands calmly on the table.

      Raph took another bite and pointed his fork at a nearby waiter. Yes, he wanted this over with as soon as possible, but even given the situation he knew was about to arise, he hated being rude. “Should I flag him down?”

      “No, that’s fine, thank you,” Anna replied, waving a paw briefly, “I hope not to be here long.”

      “Oh, well,” the male replied, swallowing, “then I shall endeavor not to keep you. What can I do?”

      “Would you like the short version or long?”

      “That would be up to you, since you’d rather not eat. Given the choice, though, I’d have to say short.”

      “Why are you here?”

      The cop thought that one over for a few seconds, trying to decide how to reply. Of course, anything he said would be dismissed and his every move watched, so the truth would suffice.

      “To uphold the law and protect the innocent from those who don’t,” he answered before another hunk of fish passed his lips.

      Anna snorted, and took a sip from the glass a waiter had put down out of habit. “Surely you must have realized there are almost no bears on the force. In fact, you must have known that before you came.”

      “I did.”

      “Then why? You could uphold the law and protect the innocent anywhere. Why come here, where you know everyone will assume you are something you aren’t… yet.”

      “Ah, the ‘yet’ part,” Raph said, grinning back, “we can get to that. My home planet was boring. The only places where the weather isn’t too warm are all too dull. There’s no way to make a difference. It’s too cold for much crime. Here, everything is here and it’s always cold. Very nice, don’t you agree?”

      “I like it,” she agreed, but the false congeniality was very slowly slipping, “but did you have any idea that certain people— people in a position of influence—would be uncomfortable with an offworld bear coming here as a cop?”

      “So what? Why should I care?” he said, downing his own water and refilling the glass as he continued, “Don’t get me wrong, my dear, I don’t think I’m going to conquer all evil on New Tibet. Far from it. I just want to make a difference in the lives of a few everyday people. Is it so bad for a simple bear to want that? Maybe you need a vacation to be reminded that not everyone is like the people here.”

      She seemed to ponder that for a moment before continuing. “People like arctic fox engineers?”

      Raph’s fork had been on its way to the plate for another piece of fish and clanked a little more loudly than expected when it found its target.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Raph… it is Raph isn’t it?” she said, paused a moment, and then went on, “it really doesn’t look good having a bear as a police officer. It’s,” she paused again, eyes roaming upward for a moment, “inappropriate.”

      “Inappropriate for me to be honest?” he asked, expecting a response. As for the comment about Lon, he decided the point had been made and he could let that wait for a bit.

      She bristled slightly at his words, as he knew she would. “There is no need for insults, cop.” She collected herself quickly and gave him another false grin. “You really should reconsider. You could be very useful to the right people, even if you remained on the force. Your record speaks for itself; you’re a good shot, good fighter, your instincts are sound and you’ve got a good nose for your environment. New Tibet can be very good to you, if you are good to it.”

      “I think it’s being pretty good to me right now. I’ve got lots of petty street punks to keep straight, I happen to love halibut, I’ve begun some things that offer challenge, and I’ve got a cute boyfriend. Why would I want to change all that to work for you? And who, pray tell, gave you my records? And what was that about my boyfriend?”

      The smile grew slightly, and the Vishon began to stand, “We avoid conflict whenever possible, so your boyfriend is as safe as you make him. Please give some serious thought to what we discussed. I’d like to talk to you again sometime, once you’ve had time to, ah, digest.”

      With that she walked away, and he made no move to stop her. There was hardly any use in it. They had made their point, and he had made his. As long as he didn’t overstep his bounds, at least in any way that they could detect, it was in their best interest to tolerate him.

      His thoughts were interrupted by a pair of lips alighting between his ears. His nose was immediately awash in his favorite smell, which wafted around the table after its owner and settled with him where Anna had been a minute before.

      “Hello, my handsome fox,” he said, smiling for real now, and extended a paw.

      “I see you couldn’t wait for me,” Lon said, winking and pointing at Raph’s plate as he entwined their fingers. He wasn’t disturbed, though. It was just a bear’s way to eat a big meal very slowly. By the time Lon’s food came and was eaten, the bear would probably just be finishing his own. Lon was used to it, though he still couldn’t believe he was eating out for the second time in a month.

      “If I waited for you we would still be here when you’re ready for breakfast,” he responded with an affectionate smile.

      “Who was here?” Lon asked, briefly picking up the glass.

      “Just some female offering me work that I don’t want,” Raph responded, waving his fork before stabbing another bite, “Now, what would you like? And don’t say halibut just to get me off cheap. I know you’ve been eating it all week.”

      “You spoil me,” Lon said, feeling that warm sensation settling over him again. The cloud that darkened his thoughts, though, almost took his appetite.

      “How about something local, in chicken broth?”

      “You really spoil me! I can’t!”

      “Of course you can,” Raph countered, waving down his waiter. “Are you okay? You seem preoccupied.”

      “It’s Bevan. He was supposed to come over for dinner yesterday and he didn’t show. He wasn’t at his apartment and nobody knows where he is.”

      “I’m sure he’s okay,” Raph said as the waiter came over.

      Lon sighed. “I’m not.”

      

      The idea didn’t form in the usual way, starting as a small notion and slowly growing with a gradual influx of research, inspiration, and luck. The entire plan simply snapped into perfect focus from just a single look.

      Having a steady, if precarious, job was amazing enough. The fact that Lon arrived with a degree in engineering and a knack for spacecraft systems helped, but didn’t mean his position was a sure bet. That was why he originally volunteered to work extra hours completely rebuilding the main sensor array on a heavily damaged freighter. The huge beast of a ship was stuck on New Tibet for months while damage from a sudden meteor shower, one that almost sent it to a fiery and rather abrupt landfall, was repaired.

      He had been standing next to the new, teardrop-shaped cover and eyeing the ports nestled against the hull. All the standard fittings were there, including half a dozen extras. All ships were built with extra ports to allow for quick fitting of future upgrades and additions. That he hadn’t thought of this earlier made him slap his forehead.

      The standard array cover was also designed with upgrades in mind, hence a precious few extra cubic feet of space. The supplementary fittings on the ship itself were industry standard multi-purpose jacks, wisely made capable of accepting almost any hook-up. Hook-ups like an oxygen line, a water outlet, or even a small light.

      It all unfolded in his mind as he stood there in the middle of the night and stared. Supplies might be tricky to obtain; plenty of heat sticks to fight the cold of space a few inches away, energy bars for food, a molded jug and bags for bodily waste, but it could be done.

      It would be done.

      

      “You need what?”

      “Twelve meters of grade C tubing, either 3⁄4 or one inch in diameter, four self-sealing male fittings for it, half a dozen self-adhesive matching clamps and clearance to work in the forward utility bay.”

      “For what?” the navigator asked, flicking an ear and eyeing him impatiently.

      “I did overhear you out on the tarmac talking about how you were sick of waiting for parts and wanted off this dump, right?” he asked, getting a curt nod but no concessions yet. “Well, give me a couple of days in that utility bay and the supplies I need, and I’ll have the whole job done in less than a week. I’ve done all I can do outside but mount the cover. You want the array working?”

      The wolf was softening. Here, at least, was someone being decisive about getting him the hell off this icy rock.

      “What is it you’ll be doing?”

      Lon leaned a little closer and lowered his voice. “Well, you didn’t hear this from me, but they sent the wrong piping for your sensor internals, and…”

      “What?!” the wolf snapped, starting to come out of his chair, “I’ll tear them a new a…”

      “Wait! Calm down!” Lon asserted, putting a paw on the wolf’s shoulder and again speaking quietly, “But I can take care of it for you. Grade C tubing isn’t spec, but it’ll actually work better. You can replace it on the quiet when you get back to Earth, and a reliable supply chain, or you can leave it. That tubing is good for at least seven years.”

      The wolf considered for a few moments, never blinking as he appraised Lon’s eyes. Then his own narrowed slightly and the furry head tilted.

      “And what will this generous favor cost me?”

      Lon was ready for this one. It had to be something substantial enough to seem sincere but attainable enough to not jeopardize his plans.

      “Eight thousand credits.”

      The wolf quickly shook his head. “Come on, fox, you know that’s too easy to trace. What do you really want?”

      Lon nodded, then checked around for anyone nearby before speaking again. “I want you, before you go, to place an order to be delivered in my name. I’ll give you the address, but it has to be sent from Earth so that it’ll follow me if I move.”

      “What?” the wolf asked warily.

      “I want thirty pounds of lean beef, packed in self-contained stasis, and in roasts so it can be sliced up to order. I am so damned sick of halibut.”

      “Shit, fox, do you know how much self-contained stasis costs?”

      “A lot less than two more months here for you on top of the two more you already have coming.”

      It really didn’t take the wolf long to make up his mind. “Deal. On one condition,” he quickly added, giving Lon a looking-over.

      The fox fought the urge to roll his eyes, but must have given something away. It turned out, though, that the glance was coincidental.

      “Oh no, nothing like that, fox,” the wolf added, shaking his head, “I’ve got a wife and pups at home. You’ve got a deal if you can get me a couple cans of that cold weather grease this place is so selfish about. I know some folks back home who’ll pay me well for some. Deal?”

      Lon took the wolf’s paw and shook firmly.

      “Deal. And thanks for not wanting to screw me.”

      

      “Lon, how long has it been?” the bear asked, putting a big arm around his shoulders.

      The fox smiled up at him. “Not long enough,” he answered, then returned his gaze to the small lake. It was an especially mild day, with almost no wind. A rare treat indeed, and Lon was actually enjoying the weather for once.

      They sat together on a large bench, a soft cushion inflated under them, watching others skate and goof around on the frozen surface. But the activity only served as a backdrop for their own little world, held tightly around them as they enjoyed the afternoon.

      “You know, I fully expected to hate this place for a while until I got used to it.”

      “And you don’t?” Lon asked, working his fingers into the thick fur of Raph’s thigh and scratching softly.

      “Oh no, I met someone almost right after I got here,” he said, grinning at him again in the way that always made Lon’s heart race. It also made him hate himself, and that combination never stopped eating at him. How could he be so stupid to let this happen? Why didn’t he keep this loveable bear at arm’s length from the beginning?

      He couldn’t let his determination falter, though. There was no turning back now that so much had been set in motion. There might be others, there might not. He only hoped that one day Raph could understand.

      “Flatterer,” he managed, leaning into the hug, “I’m not all that.”

      “I won’t be drawn into one of those conversations,” the cop said, chuckling. “You’ll just have to take my word for it.”

      A more serious look fell over his features and he turned a little to face Lon.

      “I know I’ve asked this before, but why won’t you move in with me? Why stay in that drafty, rattly studio? My place is small, but it’s big enough for us.”

      Lon fought back tears for the hundredth time. Any occasion where Raph brought that up, and they were becoming more frequent, did that to him. The bear was never pushy, trying to find where the line was and how the fox felt, but he was clearly asking for a reason. And, given other circumstances, Lon would have leapt.

      He wanted to break it off right there, sparing Raph what would surely be more pain later, but he felt like a gutless worm. Even though he knew it would only be worse as time went on, he couldn’t muster the courage to do it now. Or any moment when he knew he should just end it. He hated himself, he hated the concept of love, he hated whatever force in nature had added this unexpected element, hated New Tibet, hated his life, hated his past decisions, hated his feelings for Raph. Hated how weak he was, and how he could feel so much for this policeman and still plot to abandon him.

      But getting back to Earth was all he could think about in those hours he spent alone since Bevan had disappeared. He would look out the window of his studio, the frigid wind howling through the poorly fitted frame, and make his eyes tear just to blur the scenery into something from home. The wind would fade from his ears, the sky would turn blue, the meager vegetation would become the trees of Earth, and his mind would dance through the snow safe in the knowledge that it would soon melt and bring the smells of spring.

      A sigh brought him back from his reverie and he shook his head slightly as he looked up. And, at that moment, the strength to do the right thing again fled him.

      “Sorry, I guess I got lost there for a moment.”

      “What were you thinking?” the bear asked, softly but earnestly, “What did my asking that do to you? Please tell me.”

      “It made me hate myself for asking you to give me a little more time.”

      “OK,” the bear said, smiling through his disappointment, “but I wish you would tell me more about yourself. What made you what you are? I want to know you more, so I can know how to win you for good.”

      Lon snorted out a small chuckle and planted a kiss on the side of Raph’s big snout. “You silly bear, you’re wonderful. Really. Just… be patient a little longer. That’s all I could possibly ask that you haven’t already shown.”

      “I will.”

      He sighed, and changed the subject. “I can’t stop worrying about Bevan. It’s been, what, ten days now? How could he just disappear like that? He’d tell me if he was going off somewhere.”

      Raph tightened his arm around the fox’s shoulders for a moment, giving him a nuzzle. “We’re doing all we can, hon. Honest. We’ll find him.”

      “In what condition?” Lon asked, worry mixing with sudden anger, “I know you’re doing all you can, and I thank you for it, but it’s infuriating! It’s hardly the first time someone just up and went missing like that. It happens far too often. I just can’t believe it’s someone I know. My best friend! God, I hate this place!”

      “Now now,” Raph said soothingly, scratching between the fox’s pinned ears, “I know it’s hard, but try to relax today, OK? I’m worried too, and we’ll find him, I promise. I’d really like to see you giggle again,” he continued hopefully, tickling Lon’s whiskers in the way that always made the fox smile. “Let’s try to have a nice afternoon.”

      “I miss him. You’re right, though,” Lon agreed, grinning and leaning his head into the big chest, “today you deserve a fun day as much as I do. I’ll try to forget it for the moment. What do you say we have that skate now?” he asked, perking his ears and nudging the ice skates sitting beside the bench.

      “Sounds like fun! Let’s go.”

      

      “So, when does this freighter you’ve been nursing back to health leave?”

      It was an innocent enough question, but it almost made Lon’s head snap around. He forced a bit of calm and flashed Raph a smile.

      “Some time late tomorrow night. I get to be there and watch it go. The sensor cover can’t go on until just before takeoff because the only pneumatic lift we have that’s big enough won’t be available until then. They’re cutting it close, but there isn’t any way around it. We don’t get ships that size very often.”

      “Sounds like a nice night out. I’ll go along.”

      Lon gulped, but kept his cool. “You can’t, security will be too tight. They wouldn’t want anyone stealing a ride.”

      “Yeah, that’s true. I’m surprised that I’m not scheduled to be on duty. They must not trust a non-Vishon bear hanging around. Anyway, who would want to leave this paradise?” the bear asked with a smile, grabbing Lon’s tail.

      The fox chuckled and flicked the fluffy appendage as Raph played with it. “Foxes who’ve been here five years, living in a tiny, drafty room like this and working like a slave for people like them.”

      “Oh no! You can’t go!” the bear said, grabbing him possessively pulling him off his feet. He began walking across the room toward the bed, swinging his small companion playfully. “You’re staying right here with me. We’ll be happy together.”

      Lon laughed and struggled weakly until the bear threw him onto the mattress and then quickly joined him.

      “See? We’re happy already.” Raph proclaimed, draping a big paw over Lon’s stomach. “And we’ll be even happier after a few minutes of belly rub.”

      The fox fought the onrush of guilt that filled him. He smiled back at him and stroked the bear’s thick, creamy fur in return.

      Damn! He had fallen in love. All his plans, all the work, all the little plots that had to be played out day after day; all of it was being mercilessly pounded by his emotions. How could he leave this generous, loving creature? Now he knew why his stomach was constantly abuzz, why he was starting to feel stressed out and tired, and why he had taken one or two unnecessary risks that almost cost him everything.

      His heart was trying to thwart him, to keep him here, to hold itself to the one it had become so close to. There had been a battle within him that he hadn’t even been aware of until now, and his heart screamed inside as it realized that it had lost.

      “I love you, handsome little fox.”

      “I love you too, you brute,” Lon replied, a thick tear breaking loose and soaking into his cheek ruff.

      “Now what brought that on?” the bear asked, concern in his voice. He leaned in and kissed the dampened spot.

      “Oh, nothing,” he lied, “just hold me, will you?” He moved his arms across the broad shoulders.

      “Sure thing, love.” Raph replied, pulling him close and wondering at the sudden flow of emotion.

      Lon buried himself in the heavy fur and sobbed quietly, holding tightly for one last night.

      

      “I thought the place would be crawling with security,” Lon remarked to the guard as he attached the last sealing plate to the sensor array cover. Within its dished inner surface, behind a false plate, were clipped his supplies.

      The snow leopard shrugged. “If they can’t keep stowaways off their ship, that’s their lookout.”

      “Ah,” Lon said, nodding. The plate in place, he casually walked around to the lift’s control panel. Inwardly he was a roiling mass of quiet panic. His heart slammed around inside his chest like a rock in an unbalanced washer’s agitator and he couldn’t stand still.

      “Uh, you have to move. Regulations,” he said, trying to keep his voice from shaking. “No one but the operator can be within thirty meters of something this size,” he added, nodding at the large cover.

      The guard hesitated as he looked around, finding no place that he was both allowed to go and able to watch Lon from. His job was to supervise the mechanic, but seeing how they were standing under several inches of solid freighter hull with no access doors or windows, and the job was almost done, there didn’t seem much harm in leaving him for a few minutes. Giving him a long look, the snow leopard eventually nodded and started walking off, talking over his shoulder.

      “I’ll be back in five minutes to make sure you’re clear for the launch. Gives me time to get a cup of cocoa. Don’t forget that launch is in ten.”

      “Oh, I won’t!” Lon said quickly, almost too quickly, and offered a nervous laugh, “I don’t want to be anywhere near this thing when the lift engines fire. It’s got a lot of weight to lift with a full load of fuel and ore.”

      The guard waved and disappeared around one of the blast walls. Lon gulped and closed his eyes, standing for a few moments, rehearsing the steps in his mind. Set the timer for two seconds. Climb over the cover’s lip and scurry down into the open nook, where he would spend the next week. Hope the self-locking bolts latched when the cover was lifted into place, and that the sealant canister discharged properly to secure hull integrity around the array’s periphery.

      “Well, look who’s working late again!”

      Not only did Lon nearly jump out of his pelt at the voice, but immediately felt even worse for recognizing it.

      “How did you get here? I thought you weren’t working? The area’s gotta be clear for the lift!” he gasped.

      “That glad to see me?” Raph asked, grinning and giving him a quick hug. “Come on, bend the rules a bit and let me keep you company. I bent them to be here in the first place.”

      “I can’t! I’ll get fired.” Lon stressed, “Go on and I’ll join you once this is in place. It will only take another minute or two.”

      “Lon,” the bear said, his brow furrowing, “you’re shaking like a leaf! What’s wrong? It’s not that big a deal.”

      “Raph, I can’t…”

      If only due to the habits borne of being a policeman, the bear spotted the mesh bag tucked in beside the lift’s console. It was filled with at least a dozen power packs. Power packs for heat webbing.

      Of course Lon would be wearing a heat web. It was a winter night after all. But a dozen power packs? Before he could think his eyes flicked beyond the low front edge of the dish-like cover and inside. A small, soft mat was tucked in beside the shielding around the actual sensor transceivers. It was cleverly disguised as an internal heat barrier, but he knew it was just that – cleverly disguised.

      There came a few moments of tense silence, during which a parade of emotions romped across the bear’s face. First came shock, then anger, and later, the stunned disbelief of a betrayed soul.

      “Lon, what are you doing?” was all he could ask, his mind going numb.

      Tears were already blurring his vision, and Lon struggled to wipe them away before they froze his eyes closed. There was no question that Raph knew.

      “I have to! Raph, I love you, but I have to! I can’t live here! You just don’t know what it’s like to be a have-not. For everything you do for me, five things are done against me. And Bevan… and… it’s… it’s just not enough,” he finished, crestfallen. Self-hatred at what he was doing ate at his insides along with the fear that Raph would stop him.

      Raph simply stared at him for a few seconds, dumbfounded. His own eyes began to mist as the treachery sank in.

      “How could you do this?” he cried. The sound of his voice nearly dissolved Lon into dust with the force of its anguish.

      “I don’t want to!” Lon rushed to reply, forcing himself not to jump into Raph’s arms and tell him it was all a terrible mistake and he would stay, “I didn’t expect to fall in love! I’m sorry, but I have to do this!”

      “What about us? Before too long I’ll be promoted. It’s only a matter of time! With your job too we can afford to move you out of that prefab hole and get us a nice little place together. Things might always be hard, but can’t they only get better for us if we’re together? Don’t try this!”

      Lon wailed, grief wracking his body as he gripped his face and tore fur from his cheeks. He almost collapsed to the frigid ground, almost gave up on everything to stay with him, to not have to suffer like this, to not have to cause such suffering.

      In a fleeting moment of will, he jabbed the start button with one paw and tossed the power packs over the lip with the other. As the bear stood in a daze, unable to believe or to act, Lon swooped up and over the edge. Hanging from the flange for a moment, he gave Raph one last, tortured look.

      “I’m sorry, my love, I am so sorry,” he mumbled, tears flowing freely down his face. Then, as the cover quickly began to rise and encase the sensor array, he let go and slid down to his mat.
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        * * *

      

      “There you are,” the voice said cheerfully, “I’ve been looking for you.”

      Raph didn’t respond, so the badger walked the few steps between them and sat beside him. “What’s up?”

      A tear was soaking into the thick fur of his cheeks, freezing in the cold night air. He had lost weight, he had let hobbies die, he had given up every pleasure, he had spent far too many nights watching spacecraft come and go, he had even compromised his integrity. Thankfully, he had stopped short of betraying his soul. Raph cleared his throat and responded in a distracted tone.

      “Just thinking.”

      “Of? Oh,” Kai added quietly, noticing a glint in the bear’s eye despite attempts to hide it, “am I intruding?”

      “Yeah, but that’s OK,” Raph said, “I don’t own the place. Besides, I was going to go home soon anyway.”

      Kai shifted uneasily and sighed. “Well, I’ll leave you alone. You watching ships take off or did you pick this spot by coincidence?”

      “Watching. I’ll be on one in three days.”

      “You’re getting off this rock?” Kai asked, shocked. “How in the hell did you manage that? And why would you cry?” he asked, almost laughing at the latter question.

      “You could say I sold my soul to the devil,” the bear answered, beginning to stand, “and the second is a long story.”

      “You’d have to!” Kai said, shaking his head. “Hot damn! Someone got away!”

      Raph looked up at the stars. “Yes, someone did.”
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      Sometimes it felt like he never did anything else but stand around alone in the freezing cold and wait for people to die.

      He leaned against an alley wall a hundred or so feet away from the glow of the solitary streetlight on the dead end row of houses, ghostly white cloak pulled tightly around his short felid muzzle. He had been there since just before the gunshots rang out—only 15 minutes or so, which felt like an eternity. He had seen the wolf’s attacker come, do his business, and go. Now that unfortunate target was growing stiff on his own front doorstep, the light long since gone from his eyes.

      Jecin didn’t spend much time feeling sorry for him. When you’ve been around death as much as he had during the last two years, you grow used to it. Besides, the male wasn’t the one he was here to save. The young female who had been fatally injured during the sloppy hit on her husband was, however. He had watched from a distance her struggles to rise from the mound of refrozen snow into which she had collapsed following the attack, desperately trying to make it indoors where there was at least some chance of her survival.

      He made no move to assist her, as much as part of him wanted to. It was her time to die this night, and that end was as inescapable as the chill, which slipped into her bones and dulled her senses until she stopped struggling completely. A last, piteous whine escaped her muzzle as she finally slipped into the coma heralding death’s swift approach.

      Jecin shuddered and felt his insides twinge. Okay, so I’m only sort of used to it. Gritting his teeth, he pushed off the wall and crept out of hiding, glancing around nervously. He didn’t expect much opposition over this one, but The Dark had become more involved in the battle lately. They were losing, and true to what he had been told, they were starting to play dirty.

      Satisfied, the snow leopard slid fluidly to the side of the female wolf, now laying nearly motionless in the snow. Kneeling down, he looked her over quickly. Too bad. She’s kind of pretty. Looks like the sort who probably used to smile a lot before she ended up here. He removed the gloves he wore to keep the pads of his fingers from cracking from the constant exposure to cold and wind, and confirmed that she still had a faint pulse. Stuffing the gloves into the pocket of his cloak, he pulled out a milky white crystalline lump and held it to her chest. Taking one or two deep breaths, he closed his eyes, relaxed, and concentrated on the object in his hand.

      For a moment there was nothing, then a trace of heat from the crystal and a bright light, seen through his eyelids as a red glow. An instant later, he became aware of the presences that always attended a harvest. The Light danced and sang, all moonglow and whispered promises. Another soul was saved from being devoured by The Dark, and another battle in the war was won.

      The Dark was there too, unpredictable and dangerous. At times it was furious, and Jecin envisioned red eyes, fierce teeth, and a body as big as a house with claws raking at his neck in frustration. Other times, like tonight, it seemed just to be depressed by the whole turn of events and lurked sullen and brooding in the background, grumbling in frustration at what was being stolen from it.

      Both felt as real as the gentle chill wind off the Frost rippling at his cloak like skeletal hands, yet insubstantial too, like the dreams he once had of a normal existence. Those came less and less often now, as the epic battle which he had found himself a key part of took its toll on his heart and spirit.

      In a moment it was over, as always. The Light receded as rapidly as it had come, and The Dark seemed to turn with a snarl and spin away into the night, howling. He waited a full minute before opening his eyes to find everything just as it had been before, except that of course the unfortunate wolf was now completely dead. The odd little crystal was only as warm as the press of his hands against it, and only looked different because of a smear of wolf blood clinging to the recesses.

      He stood slowly and drifted back into the night, pausing only to say a short prayer he half-remembered his mother teaching him when he was a kit. He said them a lot lately, and wished he remembered more of the old mythologies. It seemed a million years ago since he left home for New Tibet with his young wife Susan, their eyes bright with the promise of helping others together on the icy mining planet. Now he roamed the streets alone like an animal, drawn to impending death like a moth to a flame.

      Jecin dropped the rock back into the pocket of his cloak and pulled his gloves back on. Once upon a time he’d been convinced that he was insane, and that it was all in his head. These days he often wished that had been the case. Reality doesn’t respond as well to medication.

      

      He trudged back home through the gentle snowfall, relatively sure his duties were concluded for the night. When he was serving The Light, his state mimicked a waking dream, and he was never really sure of the passage of time or distance. He would be one place, and a little while later be somewhere else. He supposed he was walking. At the end of the night he was certainly exhausted and grateful for the respite, though he wasn’t very good at subverting his helpful nature either, and found that took a lot out of him too.

      Knocking the snow off his boots, Jecin entered the tired, old unit he rented in one of the worst sectors of the city with some measure of satisfaction. It wasn’t much, but it was home, and the only thing he could afford after Susan left him. She had simply refused to accept his decline into what seemed at the time like madness and had jetted out of town leaving him with their daughter and next to nothing in assets. Real nice, Susan. Some child psychologist you are. Blow town and leave the fruit of your loins with your seemingly deranged spouse. He staggered to the kitchen, cold and emotionally worn, and poured himself a glass of Griga. The harsh synthahol was also the best he could afford, and staved off the nightmares better than the more expensive pharmaceuticals. After a while you didn’t even taste the stuff anymore.

      The flushing of surface blood vessels making him feel warmer, he went down the hall to peer in on his daughter, as lanky and haunted at fifteen as he was at forty. He could just see the tips of her ears poking out from under the piles of blankets. He sighed and adjusted the heat a little higher, wondering how long the heating stipend would hold out, but sick of seeing her suffer wordlessly. If she thought her father was a lunatic, she never showed it, and went to great pains to help them both get by. She’s got the big heart of her father, and the sheer determination of her mother. She’ll do well, if this place doesn’t kill her first.

      Satisfied, he continued on down the hall to his own bedroom, stark and empty compared to hers. What little comfort he could afford to give her he did, ignoring her protests. She was a good enough daughter to know when to accept a gift, and he was still a good enough father to give them when he could, despite the money problems. He curled up under his own pile of blankets on the government surplus cot he had managed to scrounge and tried not to think. His one desire in all this was to protect her from knowing about any of it, and so far he had succeeded.

      

      He woke a little later than he had been intending to, which was not unusual after his nights out. Harmony was already up, making breakfast, and the smell of coffee and the sweet salty tang of fish set his midsection to grumbling. It looked like the payment for his night’s work had been delivered. Stretching gingerly, he rose up out of the bed and straightened the covers, setting about his morning grooming.

      He was in great shape physically despite his unusual height, which made his weight seem a little under-proportionate. A couple months after all this had started, he had found vigorous exercise to be a good countermeasure for the creeping terrors, and it had left him muscular and rangy. Despite his mental state, he kept his fur immaculate as a cat should, and was a vivid conversationalist ready with wit or solemnity as the situation warranted. There had been no shortage of willing suitors following his wife’s departure, but he had avoided all but the most physical and shallow of encounters. Sex was a good countermeasure too, but anything more just brought more questions than he could answer.

      He sauntered into the kitchen and greeted his teenage daughter with a hug and a nuzzle. She was not quite as tall as he was, but was at least as attractive and engaging. She had the added benefit of not being a haunted, tortured soldier in an eldritch struggle between good and evil, and Jecin was determined to keep it that way.

      “Good morning, sweetheart!” He rested his chin on the top of her head and took solace in the hug. He hoped someday to get her off this planet and away from all this. He just hadn’t figured out how.

      She returned the hug. “Hi dad. You didn’t have to turn up the heat for me, you know. I was warm enough.” She chided him gently. If she didn’t protest his kindnesses at least a little, he’d end up spending every cent they had, and then where would they be? Truthfully, she had been cold, but was used to a little discomfort.

      Her father smiled, and the haunted look in his eyes that he never explained receded as far as it ever did. “We can afford it. The month is almost over, and we’ll get another stipend on the first.”

      “It’s only the 17th, and you know it. That’s hardly almost the end of the month.” She gestured him towards the little table. “Anyway, sit down and eat your breakfast before that gets cold too. You’ll be late for work.”

      His payment had been especially good this week, to judge from the meal she had laid out. The fish was fresh, not dried and reconstituted. The bread looked hand baked, too, rather than the mass produced kind. It was, as things go, the best meal they had seen in a long time. Jecin smiled and kissed her nose. “It looks wonderful! You saved enough to last us the rest of the week, right?”

      She nodded. “More than enough. We could go two weeks on what was left for us today alone, and still be eating better than usual. What did you do to deserve this?”

      He shrugged, settling down and serving a portion of the flaky white fish onto her plate first before taking a smaller one for himself. He had convinced her that the food was coming from some grateful wealthy patron of his psychological services he was forbidden to reveal. It was just tantalizingly mysterious enough to satisfy her curiosity, he hoped. She was always careful not to ask too much about it. “Nothing that I know of. Maybe our friend is just having a good week.”

      Harmony shrugged. She had stopped buying the “grateful patron” explanation a while ago, but knew it did her little good to needle her father about it. He would tell her when he felt ready to do so, and until then, she’d just keep on trying to figure it out for herself. So far, all attempts to find out who the individual was had met with failure, and trying to wait up and see only left them without food until such time she gave up and slept. It was a delicious mystery, but not worth going hungry over. She walked over to the table and swapped their plates before sitting down herself. “You’re bigger than me, so take the larger portion and shut up about it.”

      Jecin laughed softly. “You’re just like Susan, you know that?” Things looked pretty bleak for the two of them sometimes, but when he looked into her eyes he forgot all about it and felt like a proper father again. If only just for a moment.

      Her eyes glinted in the dim yellow overhead lighting. “Yeah, except that I’m still here.”

      

      A short while later, he trudged the well-worn streets from his residential block to the services sector where he kept his office. The day was unusually bright, so he had grabbed a pair of dark glasses on his way out the door to protect his eyes from the ice glare. He was lucky that Susan had bought the office space outright, and she had been in too much of a hurry when she left New Tibet to bother trying to liquidate the property. They couldn’t live there due to strictly enforced habitation-space regulations, but at least he didn’t have to pay two rent bills.

      He opened the office and settled into his usual daily routine. It was during the day when his nightmarish nighttime existence faded to the dimmest memory, and he could almost laugh at how silly it all seemed. A simple psychiatrist was the lone warrior in an epic battle between good and evil, saving the souls of the people of New Tibet from being devoured by The Dark. It was The Dark, they said, that was to blame for the strife and corruption that plagued the colony. Despair led to violence, which led to death, which gave them access to the souls they needed to grow and conquer more worlds.

      The Light was there to stop their advance, to protect as many desirable souls as possible from falling into the maw of The Dark. Jecin was their champion, doing the dirty work in the trenches and dealing with the death and the fear on a nightly basis. To their war he was mostly indifferent—it was bigger than all of the inhabitants of New Tibet put together, and would continue long after they were all dead. His passion to continue fighting came from the desperate love he felt for his daughter and the hopes he harbored of getting her off the planet for good someday. He wasn’t sure how he’d manage to turn this war into a chance to do that, but at least for now they were making enough from it to keep eating.

      He sighed and peered out the window at the low heavy clouds that had moved in again. Whether it was caused by an evil force or not, New Tibet was certainly a planet in shades of gray. Physically, in the perpetual clouds and industrial tinged snow, and spiritually in the corruption and greed that sullied every bright heart it touched. Like the snow, you couldn’t avoid it, no matter how hard you tried. You walked in it, worked in it, and played in it for as long as you lived there. You became it. The gray stole all color from you like it had never existed and you became gray yourself. Without contrast. Without a sense of right and wrong.

      It had seemed the perfect place for two psychology professionals in love to set up shop. Think of all the people we’ll be able to help! It doesn’t matter that the pay is ten percent of what we’d get on a wealthy world, we’d be making a difference. The weather can’t be all that bad… It hadn’t been, really. You can learn to tolerate the constant cold and damp. It was the death of hope that crippled you and left you cringing in your tiny living room throughout the long, dark winter of the soul.

      The pay was bad enough or the work demanding enough, that try as you might you could just never save enough to get away together. Early on they dreamed of vacations back home to a planet of warmth and color and variety. Without noticing it, things kept stepping in and taking pieces of the pie, leaving you with less and less. A new tax here, a raise in prices there. Never enough to bankrupt, but enough to hobble you and keep that dream of escaping beyond the reach of everyone but the wealthy executive or criminal.

      Then Harmony had come along, her name their last desperate attempt at color and emotion, before things settled into a sort of dull gray fog. They had their family, and they played at happiness, never talking about the now quite obvious fact that they were never leaving New Tibet. At least, not together, he thought bitterly. When she decided she’d had enough of the ice and the burdens of family, Susan had quickly managed to get away, calling in money from off-world family and friends.

      Yes, you can learn to tolerate the cold and the damp. People came to him all day for advice, for solace, for someone to tell them how to get by with their spirit intact despite the pain and anguish that surrounded them all. He lied. He told them it was possible. Everyone knew it wasn’t. And whether The Light or The Dark was the ultimate victor in the battle for the souls of the planet, Jecin doubted it would really ever change. Still, fighting was a way to take a stand, to be good, to be Light. Not to be gray.

      

      He donned his cloak and puttered around the city for a while after his last patient left, waiting for some indication of where he was supposed to be. The last patient of the day had been a regular, one of the few people who actually seemed to be getting better, though Jecin could take no credit for the change. She was a tired feline female who had been struggling with suicidal urges, her story like most of the others except for finding a true friend at a crucial moment which had saved her life. She came in to see him once in a while to talk, and to mourn. Jecin wanted someday to meet the lemming who had turned her around. He was sure there was something to be learned from him.

      By late evening it was apparent that nothing was going to happen, so he began to make his way home. It wasn’t totally unusual for him to find himself with a night off, but this one felt like a conference night. He shuddered. He’d learned how to get through the guilt and shame he felt at his inaction while people suffered and died by not thinking about it very much; something made very hard to do when faced with the very beings that had cajoled you into being a warrior in their service. Ignorance is bliss, indeed.

      Harmony watched him from her room while he shuffled around the kitchen doing the usual chores, not questioning him about his silence. She knew nothing of what her father did on his midnight rovings, but had picked up enough of his unconscious signals to know he was answering a summons that he was determined to protect her from. At first, she had felt unwanted, like she was a burden on the life he wanted to live. Later, as she got older, she began to realize she was just the opposite; that whatever he did late at night was nothing he wanted, and he only blossomed during the daylight with her.

      She had tried to follow him a couple times, of course, youth and curiosity being what they were. She always lost him within moments of leaving the house, her father seeming to move through the very walls in that great white cloak he always wore when he went out. She got scared and turned back home then; the streets of New Tibet were no place for a young girl, especially after nightfall.

      She looked up as he trudged past her bedroom on the way to his, shoulders slumped and tail dragging. Worst of all were the nights he didn’t go out, like tonight. She didn’t understand it, but she knew he disliked whatever sleep-induced visions came to him on those nights more than any reality.

      

      Jecin was standing on a headland above an ocean somewhere. He suspected it was New Tibet because of the cold and the snow, but it was a place he had never seen before. There were vast areas of the planet off-limits to visitation by the colonists due to the presence of a semi-intelligent native species. No one knew much about them except that the Great Circle had insisted on their strict isolation from influx of settlers eager to be hired by the mining and manufacturing complexes. The government was too cautious of the GC’s sphere of influence to disobey, and the various criminal elements had never found anything of value there, so it had been largely left alone as requested.

      The wind whipped off the surface of the ocean and scurried up the face of the headland to tumble across the place where Jecin stood alone. All around him were piles of rocks, arranged in circular formations like old castle turrets. The largest moon was in ascendancy, casting its pale watery light over the whole scene. He stood there for a while, listening to the wind howl through the spaces between the rocks and around the rock piles themselves. It would have been relaxing and cleansing, if you weren’t waiting for something you’d rather not meet.

      Eventually They came, appearing like lights in the heavy fog that sometimes formed along the edge of the ocean on the rare warm nights. He could hear them, and even almost see them; half-remembered shapes at the very edges of his vision, never there when you looked directly in their direction. They could have been some species of animal, but it was impossible to get a good enough look to tell. It didn’t matter much.

      There were always six or eight of them, and when they spoke, they talked all at once, sharing thoughts.

      
        
        “You have… indeed… done well.

        Yes, yes… Much… have you… accomplished.”

        

      

      The effect had been mind boggling at first, but after more than two years, Jecin hardly noticed anymore. “The harvest has gone well,” they continued, “we are convincing others to join the fight with you, to help. You would like to rest. You have earned that.”

      Jecin stood silently, listening. They weren’t very big on two-way communication, and whatever he said usually got ignored anyway. So he just listened and tried to read between the lines. Much of what he had learned about the situation had come from filling in the blanks.

      “First we have one more you need to save. Very important, and very dangerous. Yes, yes, we are concerned. The Dark is tiring of pulling strings from a distance. They will take a more direct role now.”

      Jecin blinked and felt a cold damp chill run up his spine. The Dark had already been taking a more active role in things lately, and he had scuffled with a certain mangy-looking wolf who showed up on more than one occasion to interfere with his harvest. Nothing a leopard in his condition couldn’t handle, but it seemed the situation was about to escalate. A more direct role…

      “The last one you saved. The Dark wanted her very badly, more so than the others. Your successful harvest made Them very angry. They are playing Their hand sooner than we expected.” They paused for a moment while the wind whistled on, unimpressed. “There is a great one who will be here soon. A leader of the Great Order. A most powerful thinker. He must be harvested for The Light, not for The Dark.”

      The cold damp chill turned into a big chunk of ice, and moved itself to the vicinity of his stomach. Wasn’t Archcontroller Genndy of the Great Circle visiting New Tibet this week sometime? Uh oh…

      “The Dark has their own crusader now, as you have seen. He has toyed with you, but will no longer. He will be seeking to claim the harvest himself, for The Dark. You must be prepared to fight for this one. And win.”

      The past attacks had consisted of nothing more than delaying tactics, trying to hold him back from performing the ritual at the crucial moment, since a soul un-harvested went to neither side. That would apparently be insufficient this time, and both would be fighting to claim the prize. How the heck was he supposed to… He spoke to them, for the first time in many months. “How the heck am I supposed to fight this wolf off and manage to harvest the soul of the Archcontroller all at the same time? I mean, I can take the guy in a hand to hand fight, but what’s stopping him from using a knife if The Dark is so desperate?” He had begun shouting, and it felt good.

      They fell silent for a time, which was more reaction than he expected to get. When they responded, it was as calm and unemotional as before. “He poses a danger to you personally, yes. You may have to respond in kind to protect yourself and to win the harvest. You are strong. You fight for The Light. You will prevail.”

      He snorted. “Hurting people was not part of the job description! Standing by and letting them suffer and die, yes,” he winced, “but not duel-to-the-death battles with other people caught up in this thing. I’m tired of fighting this little war of yours, and it’s definitely starting to get a little too dangerous for me.” He tried to turn and walk away, or at least make a show of being in a huff, but he had never been very good at controlling his dreams. He settled for scowling and lashing his tail, which he seemed to be able to pull off.

      If he hoped they would be angry or indignant or show any emotion at all, he was disappointed. “Yes, you have suffered much, and we are grateful. We think you want to retire, yes? To leave this place with your daughter? That we will provide for you, if you do this last service for us. Is that not worth a little danger?”

      Jecin fell silent, his brain working furiously. Okay, one night of terrible danger for me in which I could get myself killed, or have to kill someone else in self-defense. If I survive, I bottle up the soul of one of the most powerful men in the sector, and win tickets off this lousy planet for myself and Harmony. If I die, well… He sighed. Okay, different angle… If I say no, I get out of this whole mess, but the food and money stops flowing and I gotta support both of us on what I make as a psychiatrist. He shrugged. Not much of a decision. You always were a gambling cat, Jecin. “Okay. Yes it is worth it. I’ll do this final harvest, then I get to retire. Tickets back to my home world—for both me and Harmony. No more harvests. Right?” He didn’t doubt their sincerity or their ability to deliver on the promise, since they had never let him down before, but it didn’t hurt to make sure the terms were clear.

      “Agreed.” They faded away as quickly as they came, with a final directive floating over the noise of the wind. “Tomorrow night, late. The government sector.”

      He awoke with a start, shivering from an internal chill, despite sweating under the pile of blankets. What have I gotten myself into this time?

      He was a mess most of the next day, and cancelled all his appointments. He had never seriously hurt another person in his life, and he half-hoped he would be able to avoid doing so tonight. He would be capable of protecting himself if needed, but he intended to use his quickness and intelligence to his advantage. Still, he spent much of the morning working out at the gym, then napped much of the afternoon away in his empty office. If push came to shove, then for both his sake and Harmony’s, he would do whatever he had to do.

      He made his way home a little bit before dark, and try as he might to act nonchalant, he ended up spending extra time with Harmony before going out. As far as he knew, he could end up dead in an alley before the night was through, and he wanted her scent and the impression of her body pressed tight against his in a hug to take with him to the next life, if necessary. He nuzzled her gently and left her reading in her bedroom, wordlessly slipping out of the house as he had done many nights before—only this time he had a sturdy kitchen knife slipped into the belt of his trousers.

      Jecin let his mind wander, and the pull was as strong as ever, even though he knew full well his destination for the night. The government sector lay far across the city sprawl from where he was starting in the dingy run-down houses inhabited by those who could afford little else. Next were the well lit back streets of the middle classes; the standardized modular housing units mostly identical to Jecin’s, only perhaps a little newer and in better repair.

      He continued on through the middle class compound and into the upper class areas of the settlement, boasting larger homes with more windows and space between them. The area was usually heavily patrolled by unfriendly and uncharitable private security details, but tonight no one moved on the streets but the white-clad leopard.

      When he saw the well-lit government sector checkpoint glaring against the ice and snow, he realized guiltily that he had given no thought at all to how he was going to get inside. It was fenced and guarded, and he doubted “midnight stroll” would suffice as a reasonable excuse for his presence to the two canids standing guard with rifles in hand. The pull intensified, and he found himself walking towards the gate as if it were just another alleyway entrance. The Light had given him the cloak he wore to protect him from notice during his assignments. He’d never needed it before, so he hoped their tailoring was as good as they thought it was.

      The two large wolves standing guard were staring in his direction, but not intently or warily. Jecin idly wondered if they were Shivers, and if so, what that might say about the government. His feet carried him right up to them, and before he could say anything at all, right past them and into the darker streets beyond. He whistled soft to himself and wished he’d have tried it out sooner. That is pretty cool…

      

      Outside and some distance from the gate, Harmony stood behind a small pile of empty packing crates and peeked around them at the guard station. She had noticed her father’s unusual behavior, and had sworn that this time she wouldn’t let him slip away. However, having seen her father walk right by the two wolf guards without a glimmer of their notice, she was beginning to wish she had stayed home. She pulled her cloak tighter and shivered. She’d come too far to turn back now, and wasn’t eager to make her way back through the dangerous streets alone again. She had seen things on the way she never wished to see again, and had been followed more than once, saved only by her feline ability to go where others couldn’t easily.

      While she was pondering her next move, a scrawny wolf in an inky black cloak sauntered out of the shadows and passed by her hiding place on the way to the gate. He turned and looked right at her as he passed, smiling. The core of her soul turned to ice, and her tail fluffed out in alarm, an angry hiss dying in her throat. The wolf just turned away and kept right on walking, right up to and through the gate just like her father had done. The guards were awake and alert, but took no notice whatsoever. It was as if he had never been.

      Harmony smoothed her tail down. She somehow doubted that unchallenged access to the government sector was that easy to achieve, making her even more suspicious and worried about what her father had been up to all this time. Now she definitely had to find a way over that fence! She went around the back side of the crates where they were closest to the fence and was starting to attempt to climb, figuring she’d find a way over the curl of razor wire when she came to it. She had only just got her feet off the ground when she felt something cold and metallic press against her back. It didn’t take a lot of experience to guess what it was, and she slowly stepped back down to the ground and turned around.

      The female arctic fox that stood in front of her was dressed in splotchy white snow camouflage gear from head to toe, and had even her black nose dusted with white. The silver and red logo of the Great Circle adorned her left shoulder, and she held an even more official-looking gun in each hand. She looked like the sort who knew how to use them. Her eyes glinted amber in the dim reflective light as she whispered urgently. “I promise I won’t hurt you, but if they see or hear you, they…”, she indicated the distant guards with a toss of her head, “will do nothing but. Stay quiet, do what I tell you, and you’ll live to see tomorrow morning, okay?”

      Out here in the open with only a fence and a pile of boxes at hand, her feline reflexes were useless. Besides, she couldn’t argue with the vixen’s logic, and she would rather be a captive of the GC than the local government forces. Harmony nodded fearfully and moved slowly back along the fence line into the night, with the fox close behind.

      

      Jecin had stopped a short distance away from an impressive looking silver and red painted building in the government sector, recognizing the building from frequent images in the nightly news feeds. The Great Circle headquarters had been constructed about a year earlier, and had been of great concern to the businesses and local government who had gotten used to having things their way. GC involvement usually meant more attention paid to export restrictions, working conditions, environmental regulations, and whatever else they felt was worth notice. The organization, a private watchdog group with universal reach and a quasi-religious feel, was never very forthcoming about their ultimate goals. They didn’t have to be.

      Light spilled out of several of the upper story windows into the night. Jecin made his way down a side alley and began looking for a way to climb the adjacent building. He hoped to hide out on the roof, out of the view of any surveillance cameras, and wait for his competition to arrive. Gaining and keeping the upper hand in this situation was the best plan he could come up with that would increase the likelihood of surviving to see tomorrow morning. On the back side of the dingy gray building next door, he found enough ledges and footholds and made his way up onto the roof, sticking to the shadows as much as he could. He settled into a position affording a good view of both the entrance to the GC building and the alleys across the street.

      Many people had hoped for a change in the way things were run on New Tibet following the arrival of the GC. They ended up being disappointed yet again. Apart from some tightening of the original GC-imposed restrictions against travel off the main continent, the powerful group had been silent. Only the occasional news bite reminded anyone of their presence, including the item which was of particular importance to Jecin at the moment.

      Archcontroller Genndy was visiting from Great Circle sector diocese, and without a doubt, he was the one that Jecin was here to harvest. He chewed at a clawtip nervously. This wasn’t going to be just another extraction on some back street in the bad part of town. Genndy was likely to have some sort of protective force with him at all times, even here; and The Dark would be actively fighting him for the prize as well. He hoped to find some way to involve the other two parties with each other long enough to afford him the opportunity he needed.

      There had been no activity around the building or along the street that ran in front of it so far, and he had begun to worry about logistics. He was pretty sure the event was going to take place outside the building, because otherwise he would have felt compelled to make his way inside by now. However, he didn’t have any idea just how the Archcontroller was likely to meet his end. Heart attack? Falling down the front stairs? Assassination? Depending on how and where, he might have to be prepared to move quickly if he wanted to beat his competition to the punch. He began looking along the edges of the building closest to him for a drainpipe or something else he could use to descend the three stories to the street below, when he heard the snort behind him.

      “Forget a rope, did we?” The wolf clucked his tongue. “You Lights are always under-prepared.”

      Jecin turned around and changed position into a ready-crouch. He was embarrassed for having totally missed the other’s approach, but was determined to recover some of his composure. Luckily, months of verbal sparring with his wife just before she left had given him a lot of practice. “No, I didn’t forget. I figured I’d just knock you down and take yours.” He made a show of looking the wolf over. “Shouldn’t take much effort. Are you the best The Dark could do?”

      The wolf snickered. “Oh, aren’t we the cocky one? Well, if you’ve got it all figured out, then why are you up on the roof when all the action is going to take place down there?” He gestured towards the front of the building. “Trying to keep an eye out for me, I suppose. And you’ve done an excellent job of it too!” He grinned in self-satisfaction.

      “Oh? And how do you know that’s where he’s going to die?”

      “Because, I’m going to kill him, of course! Sheesh, you look impressive, but you don’t have very much going on upstairs, do you?” He caught the look that crept into Jecin’s face at the moment though, and started smiling. “Or wait a minute,” his tail twitched, “you didn’t know that, did you? Your high-and-mighty guardians of all that is good neglected to mention the fact that I’m the one who is going to be doing the killing this time. Well, isn’t that a kick in the teeth!”

      Jecin put his ears back and hissed softly. “You’re bluffing. They wouldn’t lie to me like that.” But they would withhold information from you. They’ve been doing it for years. “Besides, you can’t actually be the one to kill him, can you? That’s against the rules…”

      “Rules? There are no rules apart from the one saying they can’t get directly involved in the game. Whatever have those pasty white losers been telling you, anyway? That this is some war between good and evil? That the future of the universe is at stake? From the look on your muzzle, that’s exactly what they’ve been telling you.” He shook his head and laughed. “It figures. Sounds just like the kind of crap they’d spin to win people like you over.” He pulled out a small but lethal-looking handgun. The end of the barrel flared out into a larger cylinder. “Now, I’d love to stand here and crush more of your perceptions, but I have a fox to kill.”

      The presence of the gun said much about the wolf’s connections, as they were rarely to be found on New Tibet except in the hands of the law or the very rich. Jecin pulled the knife out of his cloak, still trying to get a grip on the situation, which seemed to be deteriorating rapidly. If you don’t stop him, then you’re as guilty of murder as he is. Of course if you do stop him, then Genndy doesn’t die, you don’t get your score, and you don’t get your shot at getting Harmony off the planet. He gripped the knife uncertainly and faced the wolf. There was no question really… What good was getting off New Tibet if you had to sell your own soul to do it? “I don’t think so. I won’t let…”

      Two silencer-muffled reports from the gun interrupted his declaration, and impacts to his right shoulder and left leg effectively changed his planned course of action. The force of the bullets knocked him off his feet and nearly off the edge of the building, but he managed to twist his body enough in mid-air to remain on the icy roof when he landed. A moment later the pain registered, and he howled. Through half lidded eyes, he saw the wolf lower the smoking weapon and turn towards the back side of the roof where he had come up. “I would have just as soon killed ya, but They told me not to.” His mocking tone was barely audible over the pounding of Jecin’s heart in his ears. “At least, not yet. Something about the rules of the game. Anyway, you sit tight now!” Then, he was gone.

      Jecin groaned and gripped his shoulder, curling up around the shot to his thigh. Both hurt like nothing he had ever felt before, but had been carefully placed so as to cripple, not kill. The small caliber handgun hadn’t even generated enough force to push the bullet through the muscle in his leg, and it was still lodged there, along with the one in his shoulder. He wasn’t even losing much blood. However, his relative safety did little to soothe the gnawing fear in the pit of his stomach. He’d played the fool every step of the way, the Archcontroller was about to be killed, and there was no way he was climbing down off the roof to help.

      He managed to reposition himself so he could see the front of the building again, gritting his teeth against the pain. He saw the wolf take up a position standing in the half shadow to the side of the stairs just as the door opened and an elderly fox made his way out of the triangle of light cast from the inside of the building. He was dressed in blue and gold, and leaned on a cane for support. There was no one with him. Jecin tried to shout out a warning, but before he could, the wolf stepped out into the open in front of Genndy and raised the gun in a fluid motion.

      A single shot rang out, louder than Jecin expected. The elderly Archcontroller remained frozen in place as the wolf crumpled into the icy street, a shower of blood accompanying the bullet which cleanly transited left to right through his skull. His body twitched reflexively once, then lay still. From the shadows further down the street stepped a female arctic fox, clad head to toe in military snow camouflage. At the same time, the door Genndy had just come through was flung open and others ushered him back inside hurriedly. She holstered one of the guns she was holding and pulled out a radio, issuing commands as she ran to where the wolf had fallen. The dark stain spreading through the packed snow made checking his pulse superfluous.

      She looked around the rooftops, finally settling on the one Jecin was laying on. “You, up there. If you want to end up like this one, do something stupid. Otherwise, put your paws out where I can see them and don’t move.”

      Well, that’s that. Not only are you not getting Harmony off the planet, but now you’re going to jail. Sorry, hon… He managed to get his wounded shoulder to move enough to get his hand in the air and hold it there while lights blazed on all around him and he found himself surrounded by a half dozen soldiers with rifles pointed in his direction.

      

      He woke up in a government hospital ward. He remembered parts of the transport, but had blacked out when the medical team had begun work on his shoulder and leg, which were now bound and bandaged. There was very little pain, but whether that was indicative of minor injuries or major painkillers, he couldn’t tell. He lay in the bed worrying about Harmony until the door to his room opened some time later.

      The arctic fox sauntered into the room, now dressed in casual fatigues. “Hello, Jecin. Feeling a little bit better now?”

      His ears twitched back. “Physically yeah, but I’m still a bit confused by everything that happened out there. I hope you believe that I didn’t…”

      “…have anything to do with the attempt on the Archcontroller’s life? Not entirely true, but close enough for now. The hidden surveillance cameras and microphones on the roof recorded the conversation between you and the wolf. We know you tried to stop him, which is why you’re in a government hospital ward and not a prison infirmary. You were trespassing and acting under foreknowledge of a threat to the life of a GC official, but under the circumstances we’ve decided to let that slide.”

      Jecin swallowed and relaxed a little. It looked as if he might at least escape jail time, which was some consolation. “I’m really sorry about that. I can explain. You see, there’s…”

      “…a big war between good and evil and that you had to save the souls of the tragically departed from being seized by The Dark Forces. Yeah, yeah… You don’t have to elaborate, we know the story.” She leaned on the frame of his hospital bed wearily. “You’re about the eighteenth person on nearly as many planets we’ve run into, not including the tragically unlucky wolf in the morgue.”

      The snow leopard coughed. “Eighteen? You mean this sort of thing…”

      “…happens all over the place, yeah. Well, all over this sector anyway.” She fiddled with the lapel buttons on the shirt while she spoke. “It’s probably going to take you a little while to actually believe this, but your Light and Dark friends are just another bored race of alien life forms who have decided that it’s great fun to play around with people’s heads and get them to kill each other. It’s a little game they’ve made up. Half of a group play evil and the other half play good, and they get people like yourself… and him,” she gestured downward towards the basement where Jecin presumed the morgue lay, “to ‘harvest’ the souls of the dying. They hand out glowing crystals or some other such bauble. Doesn’t really do anything of course, it’s just a way of scoring who is winning at the moment.”

      She gave up buttoning and unbuttoning the epaulets of her shirt and paced around the room. “Eventually they get bored with that and go away, or recruit some shifty character to up the stakes and make the game more interesting. We try to stop it where we can, before people start getting hurt. I think they’re getting a bit annoyed by the GC mucking with their little game finally though, hence the direct threat to the Archcontroller. We’ll have to step up our vigilance a bit.”

      Jecin thought about all she’d said for a minute, and found he wasn’t overly surprised. It had never really seemed to make much sense to him, but the combination of dreams and sleep deprivation had made the whole thing seem surreal. In the end he’d been going along with it mostly by rote, and to keep the food flowing. So it didn’t hurt much to find out he’d more or less been maneuvered into playing a game for someone else’s amusement. “But if they are this much of a problem, why don’t…” Jecin trailed off.

      “…don’t what?” the fox asked after a lengthy pause.

      Jecin smiled wryly. “Oh, I thought you were going to interrupt me and finish my question again.” He found himself oddly at ease with the fox, who had the kind of nervous energy that only a feline could appreciate. He hoped he had gauged her personality right, and she wouldn’t take offense at the gentle dig.

      She smiled back good-naturedly, answering both questions. “Sorry. Force of habit. If you want to be heard in the military, you speak now or forever hold your peace.” She found a chair and pulled it up alongside the bed. “…and to complete your question, why we don’t just arrest them or what have you is because there is really nothing to arrest. They have no home planet to lodge a formal protest against, they have no corporeal form to pummel even if we were so inclined, and they generally refuse to even acknowledge the presence of the rest of the universe unless they want something from them. Sort of hard fighting an enemy that totally ignores you. The best hope is to develop something like insect repellent.” She smiled and fixed her ice-blue eyes on Jecin. “So, what about you? What’d they offer you? Fame? Fortune?”

      He sighed and flicked his ears back. “Better. Food and money for heat. Eventually a ticket off this planet for me and my daughter.” He suddenly realized he’d forgotten all about Harmony. “Ohmygod. Harmony! You’ve got to get word to my daughter… She’ll be worried.”

      The fox chortled, appreciating the opportunity to score a one-up on the leopard after his jibe. “Well, we’re not a message service, and you are being held in a government facility still under official suspicion of attempted murder; however, I think something can be arranged. Harmony!” she called out, “Daddy’s asking for you.”

      The door swung open and his daughter, still in the nightclothes she had left on under her outdoor gear when she left the house to follow him, went to his bedside and gave him a tight hug. A bit too tight. Jecin yelped and Harmony jumped back. “Ooops. Sorry, dad. Argente told me, but I forgot. I hope you’re not hurt too much.” It was obvious that she’d been crying quite a lot that evening.

      Jecin beckoned his daughter over and hugged her back, more gently. “I’m fine, sweetheart. Just a little sore.” He continued to hold her, sticking out a paw towards the fox with a smile. “Argente, I presume?”

      The vixen nodded and smiled. “GC Lieutenant Argente, chief personal bodyguard to Archcontroller Genndy, officially. I came across Harmony following you and trying to decide whether or not to try to saunter past the sector guards like you and wolfie did. Luckily, I was able to convince her I was much less likely to do untoward things to her, and got her to safety. See what I mean though? These little games of theirs can have dangerous consequences. Not that they care.”

      “So, how did I do that, if this was all just some game? They never even seemed to notice me. Is that cloak they gave me significant somehow?”

      Argente shook her head and shrugged, “As far as we’ve been able to tell, the cloaks are totally unremarkable. It may be as complex as some kind of localized light distortion the aliens generate, or as simple as some well placed bribes. Don’t know, don’t care.” She stood up. “I’ll leave you two to talk, since I think you have a lot to say to each other, hmmm? I have other things to attend to, but I will see you both again before I leave. Try to stay out of trouble until then, okay?”

      Harmony still had her head buried in his shoulder, and Jecin was in no hurry to disturb her. He had no idea what was going to become of them now, but for once he felt like some tiny bit of control had been given back to him. “Thank you, Lieutenant. I think I’ll try to keep better control over who I associate with in future.” Jecin’s ears flicked back again.

      The vixen reached out a paw and ruffled his ears. “Oh, you took control when you stood up to wolfie on that rooftop. I just made sure you survived the experience.” She turned and stalked through the door into the hall.

      Behind her, Jecin and Harmony hugged again. They were both smiling.

      

      The snow was falling gently but persistently as Jecin rounded the street corner. A young male raccoon was dragging himself along the icy street towards a solitary streetlight at the end. It looked like he was losing a lot of blood. Jecin gripped his bag of medical supplies and checked the street quickly before dashing to his side. At the cloaked snow leopard’s approach, he whimpered and tried to scrabble away even faster. “N… No. No.” His terror was palpable in the cold air.

      Jecin lay a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Shhh. It’s okay, pal. I’m a medic, here to help. Relax, I won’t hurt you.” The raccoon wasn’t immediately convinced, but Jecin could hardly blame him, considering what he’d just been through. A precious thirty seconds of soothing relaxed him enough so that Jecin could assess the extent of his wounds. They were numerous, but not very deep. The Vishons had either intended this to be a lesson, or were just having a bit of their particular brand of fun.

      The raccoon lay still, breathing heavily and wincing as Jecin set to work, continuing to speak soothingly as he worked. “You’re going to be okay. The cuts aren’t deep, but they’re still going to hurt a lot, and you’ve lost a lot of blood. You’re a long way from shelter though, and you’re lucky I found you when I did.” He cleaned up the blood, slathered antibacterial salve on the major cuts, and bound them with clean dressings. He’d been a little squeamish about the mess when he’d first gotten started doing this, but had learned to adapt, as he always had.

      The eyes of his patient shut tight during the most painful parts of the hastily administered first aid, and Jecin sighed inwardly. He was maybe twenty-five years old, and here he was nearly bleeding to death on the streets of New Tibet. Victim of either bad choices or happenstance, but a victim nonetheless. Everyone was, in one way or another. The only important thing was how you rose to meet your fate—or at least that’s what Jecin had come to believe.

      It had been almost a year since his last encounter with the aliens who called themselves Dark and Light. For a while he’d been afraid to sleep, wondering when the dream would come and he’d have to face their wrath all alone in the dark. An uneventful time later, he found himself almost wishing there would be a confrontation so that he could tell them what he thought of their game; and what they had done to his life. There had been nothing. No anger from the light he had deserted, or attempts by the dark to sway him to their side. Nothing at all—except the memory of all the people he’d watched die without helping, in their name.

      He finished up and helped the raccoon to his feet. He was still a bit unsteady, but he could at least get himself in out of the cold, and he’d recover. Physically, anyway. He gripped the thin reflective blanket Jecin had given him to ward off shock tightly to his body and sniffled. His eyes met those of the snow leopard for an instant, before he cast them down at the ground again. “Thanks. I’m…” He fidgeted a bit. “I don’t have much… How will I pay you?”

      Jecin finished packing up his supplies and handed the raccoon a card with an address on it. “If you can’t, then don’t. I ask nothing in return for the assistance. However, if you find yourself with extra food, supplies, or even spare change, then you can donate it at this address. It’ll get to me, and I’ll use it where it will do the most good.”

      He took the card and nodded awkwardly. “Okay. I’ll see what I can do.”

      Jecin reached out a hand and they shook, after a moment’s hesitation. “That’s all we ask, but get yourself better first. Are you going to be okay now? I have other people to attend to.” The raccoon nodded again, some of the tone starting to return to his ears and muzzle. “Yeah,” he said, “I’ll be okay. Thanks again.” He walked stiffly in the direction of the streetlight he had been crawling to initially, and Jecin hung around long enough to watch him key open a door nearby and go inside. He would survive to be a victim another day. The leopard hoped his luck would hold.

      Jecin checked his chronometer and decided he’d done enough for one night. Harmony would be waiting up to hear how the night had gone instead of getting sleep for the anatomy and physiology test she had the next day. Not that she was in any danger of doing poorly on it. They had discovered their passion for helping people all over again, and together they had found the color they had been missing. He brushed the accumulated snowflakes from his white cloak, and headed for home.
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      Specks of fluffy white danced in front of the street light on their graceful flight to the ground, illuminated for only a moment of their short lives, spiraling and swirling in beautiful synchronicity with their companions. Lighting like icy feathers, they filled the tracks that led into the darkness like crystalline puzzle pieces, slowly and silently erasing the memory of what happened so that no one would know. Except for her.

      Roses. That’s what it looked like, she thought. Beautiful roses, pooling and snaking a trail over the powdery snow in front of her muzzle. It melted into the prints of her attacker, creating petals and buds, as though he had been an angel that lasted for only a short moment in the world and then was gone. How she missed her mother’s garden back home. The damp, sweet smell of the flowers in the springtime. Tulips, irises, chrysanthemums and lilacs. And the roses. If she tried, she could smell her roses in the salty, metallic taste in her mouth.

      She closed her eyes. It was best for her to think of another place right now. It was best not to struggle. Maybe someone would find her. The cold was going away now and it was easier.

      She’d been so excited about coming to this new place. It was going to be her chance at success. An attractive, young female leading the export division for the Wyndoah Corporation. She did miss the spring. A husky’s fur wasn’t as thick as most of the other arctic creatures she worked with, but she wouldn’t have been here forever. A couple more years and she would have moved into the executive offices. Then she could have gone anywhere she wanted. No one really cared about a few shady deals here and there, especially if it helped you get on top. Mistakes were bound to happen in life and though she’d only made a few, she’d made the wrong ones.

      She opened her eyes for the last time. The tracks from the wolf were almost gone. She calmly watched the trail turn fuzzy, filling up with sparkling cold and her roses blooming into the next print and the next. Soon the snow wouldn’t remember at all—and neither would she.
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        * * *

      

      The wolf slid the metal door open a crack and sauntered inside, out of the snow. The warehouse was dark, mostly, except for a glow on the far side between the tall stacks of wooden crates. Padding quietly, he headed for the light.

      Within the privacy between the rows of boxes, Yrris was congratulating his team. Several neatly bound stacks of money stood on the table in front of him.

      “This should put us on the level. You’ve all done good work.” He began placing the money into a briefcase, quickly counting every bundle before putting it away. As he rolled the money through his paws, puzzlement gathered into his features. He narrowed his eyes toward a wolf.

      “Krinn,” the tiger said in something of a surprised tone, “You’re short.”

      Krinn was a younger wolf, but his features were aged far beyond his years. He was healthy, but scraggly and unkempt. The scars from his confrontations with assignments who were not as willing to be intimidated trailed through the brownish fur on his face. One of his ears was mangled and he didn’t smell very pleasant. On the street, he was as tough as leather, but he couldn’t seem to keep his tail from tucking between his legs under the blaze of Yrris’s eyes. He’d seen the results of the tiger’s temper too many times not to be afraid. He began to speak but his breath was taken away as Yrris rose from his seat.

      “You, Krinn?” Yrris moved around the table and strolled slowly toward the frightened wolf. “I’m surprised.”

      A short whimper escaped from Krinn’s muzzle as the larger tiger loomed before him, glaring relentlessly. Krinn couldn’t look into his eyes.

      “It was the fox.” Krinn’s voice was barely a whimper. “The one in 42 west.”

      Recognition came to the tiger. The quiet ferocity faded from his eyes.

      “I got the first two payments from him last week, but then he—ran away.”

      Yrris’s large paw hovered in front of the wolf for a moment of breathless uncertainty, then settled on his shoulder. “We can’t blame him for that, can we? Not with such talent working against him.”

      “I’ll find him. I just need a few more days.”

      “That won’t be needed. We know where he is.”

      Krinn blinked in surprise, but said nothing. Yrris smiled, that horrible jagged smile.

      “We’ve been keeping an eye on him. Tyrrrix thinks he might go to the enforcers. He’s not your problem anymore.”

      Krinn nodded obediently, confused but relieved. He wasn’t about to ask questions.

      From the edge of the shadows, a snowy wolf stepped into the light.

      “Jaund!” The formality of the tiger’s tone contrasted his menacing demeanor almost painfully. He bowed to the wolf briefly and smiled. This was the closest the tiger ever came to showing fear. “We were just finishing up business here.”

      Jaund looked toward the small group of three wolves and another tiger. Their gazes jerked away from him as though he were a Medusa.

      Yrris waved a paw to the bunch. “You can all go home.”

      The group gathered their things and began to shuffle off as the tiger grinned. He growled softly to Jaund, cautiously, so that the others wouldn’t hear.

      “Has our friend at Wyndoah been taken care of?”

      Jaund nodded. “Yes.”

      “Do you have the—souvenir?”

      The wolf offered a cloth sack, clutched in his paw, to Yrris. Once white, it had now been soaked through with red stains.

      Yrris took the sack distastefully and looked over his shoulder at the remainder of the activity as the last of his troupe disappeared into the snowy night. A bundle of money was put into Jaund’s paw.

      “I have another one for you. This one is from Mardus.”

      Jaund looked at the money in his paw. “Another one?”

      “Just a fox. Here’s where he’s staying.” Another bit of paper was given to the wolf.

      There was a pause. Long enough to make Yrris feel uncomfortable. “I might go with you, but to be honest, watching you work disturbs even me a bit.” He grinned an appeasement. Jaund had no use for the compliment.

      “Do you want anything special?”

      “No. Do whatever you want with the body, just as long as it’s gone.” The tiger chuckled breathily. “Sometimes I think you might be eating them.”

      The wolf assaulted Yrris with a gaze as cold as the icy blue they contained. He was not laughing. The stillness, as still as death itself, raked razors over the cat’s nerves in the silence. His eyes, ponds of blue that would not even show a ripple did nothing to tell the tiger that Jaund did not, in fact, eat them.

      Yrris’s grin faded instantly. The mask of merriment on his maw trembled and faltered. Perhaps if the wolf had not smiled in the certain, malicious way he did, his last words would not have caused such a chill over the tiger’s spine.

      “It’s taken care of.”

      

      Jaund was more of a beast than a wolf. Since his youth, he had been bigger, stronger and faster than most of the wolves he knew. With time, he learned to be quiet and patient. This gave him every quality of a good hunter.

      The only difference between a good hunter and a good killer is a cold heart. Jaund had that too. It was what made him the most dangerous. That was what made those who knew him nervous. They knew—they all knew—that after their years were over and they lay dying, grabbing desperately for their final breaths, there was a pair of eyes that could watch, as impartial as a blast of frigid, winter wind, devouring all hope of something beyond and leaving only cold, empty nothing.

      Despite his size, Jaund had easily slipped through the window into the darkened apartment. No one was home, so he waited. Silent and patient. Waited. Sharp ears listening for the sound of a footstep. A key. A voice. He shifted on his haunches and ran his paw over a small box he’d brought with him, caressing the smooth surface and the idea inside.

      He waited, a black, swift shadow hidden in the night. There were those who entertained the thought, late at night in their beds, that Jaund might have been death, a piece of the dark itself, waiting to deliver the final message.

      The dark creature stiffened as he heard a paw grasping for the doorknob. He held his breath. Silence, except for the drum of his heart.

      A fox entered the room, stepping carefully in the dark. A rather delicate looking creature at first glance. Its tail swayed lively and the silence was broken with a tune it hummed under its breath.

      The killer watched from the corner, waiting for the moment his instincts would tell him to strike. He would be quick and precise.

      Something captured the fox’s attention. It stopped, eyes darting through the dark, nose twitching.

      Jaund pounced from powerful legs, through the darkness and to his target. The fox barked its surprise and the few items it had been carrying bounced over the floor, somewhere into the darkness, as it was pinned to the ground.

      The smaller creature wriggled helplessly underneath the weight of the wolf, laughing and kicking as tickling claws poked relentlessly at her ribs. She tried to push the wolf from her, but was met only with a dramatic snarl and a playful bite to the shoulder.

      The fox gasped for breath. “You horrible thing! You scared me half to death!”

      The wolf smiled. His nibbling turned into soft licks of affection. “You deserved it. Someone might really want to eat you one of these days.”

      The fox swatted at Jaund. “Get off of me. You weigh a ton.”

      Jaund complied, but not before giving his prey one more bite. He padded to the corner and turned on the light. The little, white fox sat up and smiled.

      Certainly a delicate creature. Jaund took a moment to fawn over her. There had been times when it seemed that his last wish in the world would be to hold that lithe body. He dreamed of it sometimes. Cradling the warmth of his love within himself. Even into his spirit. He would wake with arms aching to hug his little fox into them and against himself, to soak up the warm life she never failed to project and there she would be, sleeping next to him. His dream come true.

      The fox’s eyes sparkled with life. The sight took Jaund’s breath away. Jaund cocked his head and smiled.

      “Narr, what were you doing out so late?”

      Narr crossed her arms and tried to look exasperated. “I was getting groceries but you made me drop them.”

      Jaund took Narr’s paws and helped her up. “We’ll pick them up in a minute. First, I have a surprise for you.”

      Jaund felt his tail wagging uncontrollably as he went for the box he’d brought in with him. There was even a bit of a bounce in his step. Narr rarely failed to cause that reaction.

      Narr stood quietly as Jaund opened the box and pulled out a large, red rose. He smiled and held it out to her.

      The room was silent for a moment. Narr folded her paws as though trying to cage her excitement. “What is it? Is it a present?”

      Jaund nodded and approached Narr slowly, the rose at arm’s length.

      “It is. A present for my lovely fox.”

      Narr stared blankly, past the rose, past Jaund. “Tell me or I’m going to go crazy!”

      Jaund grinned a certain jagged maliciousness. “Nope!”

      Jaund halted, holding the rose just outside of Narr’s reach. He watched as the fox reached forward, her paws searching desperately in front of her.

      “Oh please! At least give me a hint.”

      “Okay, maybe a hint.”

      Jaund waved his paw over the flower, urging its scent in the fox’s direction.

      Narr’s nose twitched. Her expression furrowed into thought as she tried to recognize the scent. “It smells—pretty!”

      “It’s a rose.”

      “A rose? A real rose?” Narr’s face went slack from disbelief and utter joy.

      Jaund took Narr’s paw and carefully placed the stem of the rose into it. “Be careful. There are thorns.”

      Narr cupped the ripe blossom in her paw and held it to her nose, taking deep, blissful breaths. Her eyes didn’t know how to thank Jaund. Her face could only radiate love and joy for what she was smelling—for her present. She caressed the rose to her cheek, looking as though she might start dancing with it.

      To Jaund, the investment had been worth it the instant Narr’s face lit up.

      Suddenly, the fox was in Jaund’s arms, hugging him with her face buried in his fur.

      “It’s so wonderful I don’t know what to do with it.” Narr pulled a tear-streaked face from the wolf’s chest. “How did you… How could you ever afford…?”

      “Don’t worry about that now. You should put it in some water.”

      “How long will it live?”

      “I’m not sure. It’s the first one I’ve ever seen.”

      Narr held the rose in front of her face for a moment as though she imagined looking over its glorious details. “Is it beautiful?”

      Jaund saw the rose reflected in the fox’s sightless eyes. “Almost as beautiful as you.”

      The pair embraced once more, holding each other for a time that seemed like forever and only a heartbeat at once.

      Narr kissed Jaund. “I love you so much.”

      Jaund nodded, guilt fleeting across his face for only a moment. “I love you too.”

      Narr moved toward the kitchen area, reaching carefully for the counter until her paw made contact, then she made her way to the sink.

      “Do you want to go to sleep early?” Narr wriggled her eyebrows enticingly, adding a playful grin.

      Jaund chuckled, but other business settled all too quickly on his mind. He looked at the address Yrris had given him. “I can’t. I have some extra work to do tonight.”

      Narr was placing the rose into a glass she’d filled with water when her paw found something unusual attached to the stem. She rolled the tag between her fingers for a moment. “What’s this?”

      “It’s a card.” Jaund felt the ache return. Something that even Narr couldn’t always take away. “It says, ‘With love. Your fox forever. Laarin.’”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “It’s still alive.”

      “I know. Shut up and watch.”

      The two wolves squatted silently over the small, broken hare, lying in a muddy pool of its own blood. For the last thirty minutes, they’d watched as its body struggled to breathe, heaving in every gurgling gulp of air with all the effort it could find. It had stopped squeaking long ago, had stopped struggling to escape as it sank deeper into the cold grips of death and its legs were no longer able to obey the instinct to run. All of its fear was left only to the outlet of its eyes, staring back at the wolves, wide enough to see into its spirit, to see it feeling its own life dwindling away more with every beat of its heart and into black nothingness. It knew it was dying.

      The older of the two wolf cubs carefully peeked around the side of the pile of rusted construction equipment. In the distance, beyond towers of disintegrating metal and mountains of paper and sludge was the rim of the garbage pit—and beyond that, the edge of town. No one had seen the wolves slide down into the pit, or if they did, they had not followed.

      “We’re not s’posed to be in here. You’re gonna get us in trouble.”

      The other wolf sighed with aggravation. “You’re gonna miss it.”

      A stick was prodded into the dying creature’s abdomen. It opened its mouth to cry out in pain, but there was only silence.

      To the older wolf, something seemed wrong about this. Some of the adults went on hunts sometimes, but they didn’t let their prey suffer this way. Not like his brother did. He could have killed the hare easily but he’d wanted it to live for a while. He said it wouldn’t work if it died quickly. “If Mrs. Dahhnis saw you doing this, she’d be mad at you.”

      “She’s a normal hare, not a little one like this.”

      “She’d still be mad at you.”

      The wolf rejoined his brother, squatting next to him on his haunches. He was nervous here. It was as warm as a summer day got on New Tibet. The snow was beginning to melt a little in the daytime and would freeze again at night, leaving a thin sheet of ice over the top that would cut your paws if you didn’t step carefully. It was humid, and the moisture in the air seemed to dig into the bowels of the soil and churn up every sort of decay that had ever been buried. All the scents of the nearby streets were filtered through the heaps of garbage and all that was left to smell was alkaline, rot and filth. Someone could easily sneak up on them in this wasteland.

      A few more blows were given to the hare. The stick landed solidly over the creature’s side, making a sick, hollow thumping sound. “C’mon! Hurry up!”

      The older wolf looked away from the sight. “We shouldn’t be doing this. This is wrong.”

      “The adults hunt things too.”

      “But they don’t kill them like this.”

      The wolf with the stick pouted a little. “Mardus says there’s a killer inside everyone. They just don’t know it.”

      “Mardus is a bad wolf. He’s a Shiver and you’re not s’posed to go around him.”

      The stick flicked pebbles and pieces of metal out of the mud. “He is not. He’s really smart. Lots smarter than you.”

      “I don’t care. I’m going home.”

      The smaller wolf grabbed his brother’s arm. “You can’t go! You’ll miss it.”

      “Mother told us that we’re supposed to love other creatures and treat them good.”

      “Mother didn’t even love us!”

      Shock flashed into the eyes of the older wolf, then anger. He growled threateningly at his brother. “She did too! Don’t you ever say that!”

      “If mother loved us, then why did she leave us?”

      “She didn’t leave us.”

      The younger wolf gritted his teeth, staring defiantly into the larger wolf’s eyes. “She did! She left us here all by ourselves! If she loved us then she’d still be here, and she’s not!”

      The two stared silently at each other for a moment, anger in their faces turning slowly to confusion. The older wolf did not go home. He wasn’t going to in the first place. His brother had changed over the last several seasons, sometimes in ways that scared him. He couldn’t leave him, he just wanted things to be like they used to again. He was beginning to be afraid that they never would be.

      He watched as his brother turned back to his prey, studying it intently as if to gain some bit of insight from its suffering. The hare’s breath was becoming shallow and weak. The life was quickly fading from its eyes.

      “Look, look!”

      The hare’s labored breath relaxed, its body’s fight was over. Fear and pain dimmed like a sunset from its eyes and was gone to somewhere that no one would ever know. Both the wolves stood in numbed silence.

      “It’s dead. Now can we go home?”

      His brother’s gaze never left the animal. “Wait. Not yet.”

      It began as a tiny twitch in the hare’s paw. It pricked and jumped as though being touched with electricity. Then the paw, twisting in an unnatural gesture of tics and spasms. The wolf stiffened with excitement, watching carefully as the event he’d planned—he’d engineered, began to happen.

      From the paw, an ocean of movement swept through the hare’s matted and bloody body, jerking and twisting, thin muscles rippling at random, convulsing and shivering into a nightmarish dance as it tried to reject the death that had set in.

      The wolf’s eyes captured the motion. Every single twitch and throe, as if memorizing it. His gaze caressed the creature as lovingly as a mate, returned from a long journey.

      “Where is it? What is it thinking?”

      The older wolf could only watch, backing away from his brother slowly in fear of what he was seeing. The hare. His brother, enjoying the violent death of the animal like a beloved dream come true.

      His eyes, filled with wonder and strange curiosity, fixed his brother who was staring back with the fear the hare once had. There was a desperation in his voice. A need for answers. “Do you think it can see everything?”

      The scene made the older wolf’s blood freeze. The hare was not dead, but not alive either. What was in the place his brother was trying to see, he did not know, but he knew it wasn’t right. It wasn’t supposed to be seen. “It’s hurting.”

      “No, it’s just learning.” The enchanted wolf trailed a careful claw over the hare’s convulsing body. “It’s learning how to be dead.”

      The young wolf’s eyes widened. He laid his paw over the hare carefully, feeling its lesson, entranced by its seizures. “It’s beautiful.”

      Suddenly, the convulsions began to die, growing weaker. The wolf whined insistently.

      “No. Don’t die yet. You can’t!”

      Another violent jerk and the hare lay still, finally in peace. “No! Come back!”

      The limp body was suddenly being pummeled with the stick, the wolf at the end of it fuming with anger. The hare could not feel anymore, could not see anymore. It had nothing more to learn. Sticks then paws, the body was flung against the rusted pile. It rolled limply back into the mud where it was stomped and kicked desperately.

      “You can’t go yet! You can’t leave me yet!”

      Through the daze and shock of the horrific events in front of him, a dangerous scent crept above the stink of garbage and to the senses of the older wolf. He looked around the rusted heap once more to see a large vehicle, filled with another contribution to the pit, winding its way around the mounds toward them. “Quiet!”

      But his brother did not hear. He would bring the hare back, somehow, to spend a little more time dying. Its body, undergoing violent abuse, was quickly becoming unrecognizable at the paws of the enraged wolf who had collapsed on top of the bloody heap and was left only to pummel his rage into the carcass. Tears streaked through the fur under his eyes.

      “You can’t leave me here! Come back, damn you! Why did you leave me? WHY?”

      A paw gripped his shoulder and the older wolf, panic in his eyes, looked down at him.

      “Jaund! Someone’s coming!”

      Careful not to lose their footing, the wolves retreated over the mound behind them. From there, it was a clear shot to the edge of the pit as long as no one saw them.

      Out of breath and exhausted, the two climbed the steep rim and collapsed. The garbage transport had long passed by the place they’d been hiding and was heading into the haze with its load. They looked off, into the pit, to the place where the hare lay, mangled and disfigured.

      Jaund looked to his brother. “Laarin, why did mother leave us?”

      The other wolf stared off into the setting sun sadly. There were no answers anymore. “I don’t know, Jaund.”

      “Promise that you won’t tell anyone what I did today.”

      Laarin turned to his brother. There was no more anger or hate in Jaund’s eyes. Now, only a pleading sorrow.

      “I promise.”

      And Laarin kept it.
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        * * *

      

      The snow always seemed heavier when the weather became warmer. Just after sunset, large flakes had started drifting lazily from the sky. Sennic didn’t mind. The snow would probably help cover his tracks.

      This had been Sennic’s last night in Bezel’s extra room. Bezel had owed Sennic a favor for months and when the time came, there was no hesitation to call on him for it.

      He’d done it. He’d managed to evade the Shivers, that brutish mob that everyone was so afraid of. Tomorrow, the package from Filete would arrive with his money and it would all be over. However, there was a small problem.

      In his panic to leave, he’d forgotten his identification card. It was still at his apartment. The people at the receiving center knew him well, but they’d never approve an interplanetary package without an ID card, no matter what he tried to bribe them with. He was going to have to go back and get it. After a good amount of procrastination, he went.

      The lights had still been on in his apartment and in some way, that was reassuring, though the task at hand was more than daunting. If there were any place he was going to be caught, his own apartment would be it. He’d carefully looked in the windows and seeing that no one was inside, he’d raced in, grabbed his card off the night stand and flew back out the door. Smooth. No one had seen a thing.

      Now, returning to Bezel’s place and only a few blocks away, he stood just inside the alley, chuckling at himself. It hadn’t been so hard. By this time next week he’d be looking back on all of this and laughing. He must have looked like a kit, running through a darkened bedroom for the solace of his covers, afraid of the closet monster. He’d even gone through the trouble of walking over high traffic paths so his paw prints would be confused. Then again, foxes were known to be stealthy and clever. Probably far too clever for that dull Krinn to catch. Wolves were so stupid. They were probably kicking themselves right now, stumbling over one another trying to figure out where he’d gone. He almost wished he could see it.

      He strolled through the alley, holding his card up proudly. He greeted his own picture with a smile. “We’re just too fast for them, aren’t we?”

      Sennic paused at the alley’s exit and poked his head out to get a look at the street ahead. The fox didn’t even see what hit him.

      Outside the alley, a black blur struck with lightning speed and the fox felt himself being flung back into the passage. He tried to yelp but a grip around his throat had cut off his air. There was a dull crack as his head was thrust against the cold concrete of the alley walls and then pain—splitting pain through his head, enough to make his ears ring and his vision go black.

      A certain sense of time passed, like in a dream. Time counted only with the throbs in his skull. Though he never remembered opening his eyes, he found himself looking up into the falling snow, swirling in and down through the crack of sky between the walls of the compounds. How long he’d been out was uncertain but the smell of blood was thick in his nose and though he tried, he was unable to move.

      The beast, like a shadow that had come to life, was grinning down at him jaggedly. His crushing weight was pinning him to the ground. Sennic tried to clear his head. The beast waited and grinned. He waited for the fox to understand.

      Sennic looked up at the black wolf woozily. “Take whatever you want, just don’t hurt me.”

      The response came as a raspy snarl. “I am not robbing you.”

      Sennic closed his eyes to shut out the pain. The hope that he was only being mugged was a shallow one, but it was the only thing he had to hold onto. Now it was gone. He couldn’t fool himself anymore. He’d been caught.

      Sennic whined timidly, gasping as he tried to choke back tears. “Please. I only need one more day. Tomorrow. I’ll have all of it tomorrow.”

      The wolf shifted his weight. The silvery glint of a blade flashed in the corner of Sennic’s vision.

      “You’re out of time.”

      The fox’s heart withered. He began to cry, his features bunching up into a pitiful display of sadness and lost hope. “Please don’t kill me. I don’t want to die.”

      Sennic heard the steely ring of the blade as it passed delicately over his fur. It stopped and hovered over his throat, the wolf’s paw gripping the hilt tightly.

      Sennic moaned sorrowfully. He could almost feel the cold of the steel in his body. The poor fox’s sobs were met with merciless eyes, as blue and indiscriminate as the ocean.

      The fox glanced between the wolf’s muscular legs. He trailed a finger gently over the arm that pinned his. He choked, forcing himself to spit the words. “I’ll do—anything you want.” He tried to smile.

      The wolf growled and jerked the fox’s arm, hurling him over, face first into the snow. Sennic yelped as his muzzle sunk into the icy powder, stained with blood that had run from his head.

      “How do you want to die, fox?” The blade’s edge pushed through his fur and glided sharply over his skin.

      Sennic sputtered and sobbed. “I tried! I really tried to get the money. Please, I—I’m bleeding!”

      The wolf’s breath spilled over Sennic’s neck. “It will be slow. So that we can both enjoy it. Every last breath of it.”

      Sennic wiggled under the wolf, trying to get away with death-inspired desperation, but the wolf was too powerful to pay the struggles heed.

      “What should I cut out first? Maybe the liver.”

      Sennic felt a sharpness poke into his side. “No!”

      “But slow. Can you feel it? Slipping into your skin? Sliding deeper and deeper into you? Your breath getting shallow? Your sight going black? Your life draining through the holes I cut?”

      The fox shivered, immersed in complete terror. He stammered as he tried to touch even the slightest mercy in the wolf with his final pleas. “Please don’t! I’m sorry! I don’t want to die like this!”

      The wolf sighed, blissfully. “Be beautiful for me.” He bore down on the blade. Its sharp tip pierced the fox’s tender skin.

      Sennic wailed in pain. “No! Pleeeeeease!”

      Suddenly there was breath in Sennic’s ear. The wolf spoke quickly.

      “If you don’t want to die, run now! Run to the tunnels and never come back.”

      Sennic gasped for air through his tears. “The tunnels?”

      “The abandoned mining tunnels in the mountain. You can live there. Run! Don’t look back. If I ever see you again, you’ll die so quickly you won’t even know I was there.”

      Then, the wolf was gone. Before Sennic could put his thoughts together, his legs were carrying him through the alley, and the next and the next. Over the snowy paths and streets until his muscles were on fire and his lungs churned, never daring to look behind him for fear that the wolf had changed his mind and had given chase. He ran, buildings becoming a blur, streets a memory. He ran, hunted by the ghost of the monster who had attacked him, past the suburbs, past the construction zones on the thresh-old of the city, past the edge of town and into the black, snowy night.

      In the months to come, there would be rumors that Sennic was caught and killed by the Shivers one night while trying to sneak away, but only he and the beast would ever know what really happened.

      

      Jaund hopped off of the small, frightened fox and backed away. He watched as he scurried away, as fast as his legs could take him. A clattering of garbage and he was gone.

      There, lying on top of the snow, was the fox’s ID card. With all hope, the fox wouldn’t need it anymore. Jaund picked it up, looking at the picture of the creature he’d just assaulted smiling brightly back at him.

      The fox had been so afraid of him. So fragile. Begging for his life. The wolf closed his eyes, trying to shut out his helpless cries.

      So many foxes just like this one had not made it. Either parts of their anatomy were wanted as trophies or they had the misfortune of meeting Jaund in his younger days, before his brother was killed. Their pleas sounded so much the same, but it had not helped them. So frightened. So much wanting to live. And he killed them. Their cries turned to shrieks as he tortured them, still begging forgiveness and mercy until it was whispering from their last breaths.

      He could hear them all. He could see their faces. Twisted and dying and so very frightened. They were hurting. They had wanted to live. They had all wanted so much to live.

      Jaund dropped the dagger and covered his ears. No matter how hard he squeezed, he could still hear them. No matter how tightly he shut his eyes, their faces would not go away. They would never go away.

      The wolf collapsed into the snow. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!”
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        * * *

      

      Laarin peeked across the street and then ducked behind the dumpster again. “You’re taking their drugs, aren’t you?”

      Jaund rolled his eyes. “No.”

      They had both been watching the door across the street for some time now, waiting for a sign that it was the right place. No one had gone in or out.

      It was all Laarin’s idea to wait and watch. Jaund had no reservations about walking inside. When they’d arrived, Laarin insisted that they wait for a few minutes to make sure it was safe.

      “You don’t have to baby-sit for me, Laarin.”

      Laarin peeked again, nervously. “Why don’t we just go home? We could catch some fish together like we used to.”

      Jaund patted his brother’s shoulder, trying to reassure him. “Nothing is going to happen to me. Mardus invited me here.”

      Laarin grumbled at the name. “I don’t see why you hang around these Shivers.”

      “I am a Shiver now, remember?”

      “You’re an attack dog for a bunch of criminals. They send you out to beat people up.”

      “If people buy something and don’t pay for it, they deserve to get beat up.”

      Laarin shook his head. “It’s still wrong.”

      Jaund crossed his arms. “What about our apartment? Don’t you like living in a nice place? And we’ll never have to go back to that stale food again.”

      Laarin was silent for a moment. “I just wish you didn’t have to make all that money this way.”

      Jaund did enjoy the lifestyle that working for the Shivers had afforded him. He was getting paid four times what he’d been making in the mines. He knew Laarin didn’t like the fact that he was a Shiver, but whenever the subject came up, Jaund would always mention the comfort they now had because of it. Laarin never could seem to argue much with that. At times, they’d had to eat out of garbage cans and Jaund never wanted them to go back to that. He knew that Laarin didn’t either.

      Jaund had told Laarin that he was only doing this job for the money, but that was untrue. Sometimes he even tried to convince himself of that, but the fact was he enjoyed it. Not only being a Shiver, but the fear that he inspired. The pain he caused. He sometimes dreamed of his next job—hunting down his target and attacking, threatening, terrorizing. He was sent to frighten or beat delinquent customers, but he quickly found that he didn’t care if his bosses got their payments or not. Every blow he dealt relieved some of his pain. Every bone he broke healed his spirit. Sometimes he would look into the eyes of his victims and see their fear. It was a glimpse of death that he could peer into and see the other side. A window that he forced wider and wider as he beat and slashed and made more fear and more fear. He bathed in their terror, feasted on their pain and let it wash his own away—but for only a short while. It would always return.

      The Shivers didn’t generally make a habit of violence. Most of their buyers knew better than to try and cheat them. In fact, most people who had dealings with them found them to be reasonable and even forgiving to a point. But there was that point. Every now and again, it became necessary to set an example. The Shivers were not uncivilized but disrespect toward them would not be tolerated, and there was a particular group that they kept just for the purpose of making that point clear.

      Jaund and Laarin were now in their adolescence and though Jaund was younger, he dwarfed his older brother. His strength and speed had not gone unnoticed by the Shivers. He had been hesitant when Mardus had first offered him the job. He knew Laarin would be upset, but it would be their way out of poverty. It wasn’t until after he’d done his first job that he discovered his love for the work.

      This was the part that Jaund never told Laarin. He had never forgotten the horror on his brother’s face the day he’d killed the hare in the garbage pit. It had made him feel guilty and he didn’t like to see his brother upset. There had been many more hares since then, killed in different ways, deaths as unique and beautiful as snowflakes. Jaund made sure that Laarin never knew about them.

      “You don’t have to wait out here, lads.”

      The two wolves spun around to face another, older wolf, regarding them as though they were a couple of naughty cubs.

      “Mardus!” Jaund stood and went to greet his friend.

      Laarin tried to contain his disdain as he rose and brushed the snow from his fur, though it was easy to see that he didn’t like Mardus one bit.

      Mardus was quite well groomed. Almost executive material, except for his stout build and mangled eye. There were rumors that his eye had been taken by a bear during a fight, leaving only an empty socket. No one had ever been brave enough to ask for the story.

      Jaund embraced Mardus briefly. “We weren’t sure this was the right place.”

      “It is, indeed. I apologize for being so late.”

      Laarin leaned against the dumpster, trying to appear casual— even bored as he studied Mardus. “So, how long were you standing there?”

      “Not very long.”

      “Long enough to spy on us, I’d bet.”

      Jaund hissed through his teeth. “Laarin!”

      Laarin relented, though with obvious unwillingness.

      Jaund turned toward his boss. “My brother’s just grumpy. He just got over a cold recently.”

      Mardus managed a broken-toothed smile. “I understand just how he feels, I’m sure.”

      Laarin looked away from the two, giving a humph as his only response.

      “Well, you’re welcome to come inside if you’d like.” Mardus peered at Laarin. “Both of you.”

      Laarin smiled, over-exaggerating a friendliness he didn’t have for the character. “No, thank you.”

      Mardus nodded, appearing not to notice the sarcasm. “Well, then. Jaund?”

      Jaund began to follow Mardus quietly out of the alley, but Laarin caught his arm as he went by.

      “Please don’t go in there.”

      Jaund sighed. “You worry too much.”

      Jaund saw something familiar in Laarin’s eyes. Something he remembered from a long time ago. The day in the garbage pit.

      “I have a bad feeling.”

      Jaund smiled at Laarin, a genuine smile. “Don’t worry. Everything will be fine.” He left his brother and followed Mardus into the warehouse.
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        * * *

      

      Narr had a way of looking absolutely peaceful when she slept. Not a single disturbed motion or a bit of fur in disarray. Sometimes it was almost as if she were dead.

      Jaund had been careful to enter the apartment quietly when he returned so he wouldn’t wake Narr. Now he stood over the bed, watching his love sleep and losing all sense of time. What happy, wonderful dreams could be playing out inside the little fox’s dreamworld? He so often wished he could share their pleasant scents and sounds and comfortable voices.

      Jaund had felt sorry for Narr at first. She seemed so helpless. A poor blind fox wandering in a world of darkness. Over time, he’d grown to envy Narr. She might not have been able to see a sunset or a rose, but she couldn’t see the horrors of the world either. Her world didn’t have to have anything ugly in it.

      Jaund had fallen in love with Narr from the first moment he’d seen her. Narr was everything that Jaund was not, pure and innocent. Her heart was as unsoiled as a morning of fresh snow. She was kind and gentle, smiling into the sun as she sat on the street corner, trying to sell some of her knittings. Jaund would watch her for hours.

      Jaund walked among ghosts. Every face he saw was already dead. He could close his eyes and watch their deaths. Some slow and quiet, others quick and violent and noisy. Sometimes it seemed like they might have never been alive. Jaund’s paws around their throats, his dagger in their side, the sickening crunch of their skulls. It was there when he walked the streets. It was there when he slept. It was all he could remember. Every living thing he saw was a collection of shrieks and gasps and flowing blood. He knew that no one else’s mind ran with murder the way his did and he didn’t know why. It had just always been that way.

      Before Laarin had died, he’d used it like a gift. Indeed, there were those among the Shivers who thought it was just that. A gift for death. He would feel his victims’ death along with them, watching carefully, hoping one day to see where they went. To know what they saw in their last moments. To know where his mother and friends had gone.

      Laarin’s death had changed Jaund. He still couldn’t bring himself to think of that horrible night. That was when he’d finally seen what he’d been searching for as he looked into his brother’s eyes. The pain of losing all that was his. The sadness of feeling himself and all that he was released into nothing forever. His gift turned into a curse. It followed him, even in his sleep, picking everyone he saw to their bare bones before his eyes. Sometimes he thought he couldn’t bear it any longer. So much death.

      But suddenly, there was Narr. A face of life in the middle of an ocean of living, dead creatures. She radiated life, so much so that the curse could not touch her. Jaund’s knife could not cut her, his paws could not strangle her. He looked upon a beautiful face that would not die like the others. He’d even tried, once or twice, to imagine killing the little fox, but Narr’s brightness chased all the death away. Jaund could close his eyes and see life for the first time. Life that smiled and glowed.

      Narr would be his salvation. In Narr’s world, no matter how small it was, he did not have to be a monster. He could be a creature of kindness and love. He would make this fox’s world as beautiful as his was ugly. He would give Narr as much pleasure and happiness as he’d given pain and horror to others. He would make up for the terror he’d caused. Jaund knew that if there was a hell for evil creatures to go when they died, his place was secured there. But maybe the creature of love he made himself in Narr’s heart would go somewhere peaceful and as brilliant as the light in her eyes.

      Jaund smiled to himself as he remembered the stunned and perfectly gleeful expression Narr showed him when he’d finally approached her and bought every last one of her knittings. That wonderful smile. All his life he’d been looking in the wrong place. Bliss wasn’t in death, it was in life. And nothing could prove that more than watching his beautiful Narr for just five minutes. Narr was everything Jaund cherished. Inside Narr’s heart was the Jaund he knew he could never be—a Jaund that wasn’t a killer.

      Narr stirred and Jaund realized that he had been humming to himself as he watched the fox sleep.

      “Laarin?”

      Jaund smiled. “It’s me, love.”

      Jaund was used to being called by his brother’s name and wearing fox musk to confuse his true scent. The worst part was brushing his tail backwards to get the fur to stand up, but eventually that became routine as well. It was all necessary. He hated to think of the persecution Narr might have to go through if others found out her mate was a wolf—or what might happen to himself for that matter. Interspecies relationships were frowned upon on New Tibet and though Jaund didn’t like it, his name was well known in certain circles.

      But accepted or not, Jaund loved Narr. He would protect her from all that hate.

      Narr stretched and yawned. Her tongue curled cutely up to her nose. “What time is it?”

      “It’s almost morning.”

      “Did you just get home?”

      Jaund knelt, slipped his arms around Narr and rested his head over her shoulder. “Yes. I had a hard night.”

      Narr moaned a sympathy and caressed Jaund’s ear. The touch felt like sunshine. Jaund held Narr for a moment, cradling her as though she were made of crystal and feathers.

      Narr kissed Jaund’s cheek with a musical giggle. “I missed you last night.” Jaund’s ear received a nibble.

      Jaund poked the fox gently to get more music out of her. “I’m going to make it up to you right now.” He lifted Narr from the bed almost effortlessly and began to carry her.

      Narr curled up obediently against the wolf’s chest. “Where are we going?”

      “I’m going to make you breakfast.”

      A short time later, the two were enjoying fresh fish and ripe vegetables, a change from the government rations provided to the compound for the disabled.

      Jaund watched Narr tease herself with the scent that was steaming from the plate in front of her. Aside from Narr’s curious paws poking into the pan before it was finished, the preparations had gone perfectly. Jaund had even impressed himself. After a celebratory nuzzle and hug, the two began eating.

      Narr poked a pinch of fish into her muzzle. “I had a dream about your home world. I think I’d feel a little funny being around a bunch of big foxes like you. Weren’t there any smaller foxes like me there?”

      Jaund smiled crookedly. He couldn’t help but feel a bit dirty. Some days he saw it as protecting his love. On others, it just felt like lying.

      “Not one.”

      Narr grinned, gnawing on a long, green vegetable. “I guess that just means more for me.”

      “You like it that I’m larger than you?”

      Narr closed her eyes, summoning her response from deep inside. “I like the way you hold me.”

      Jaund held his breath.

      “It makes me feel safe.”

      The words meant more to Jaund than Narr could ever know. That his arms, the cause of so much damage, could be used to protect was almost blissfully redeeming. And that Narr felt that protection so deeply inside her made Jaund forget for a moment who he was. He was Narr’s mate and that was all.

      If Narr knew the truth, she would never feel safe in Jaund’s arms again, but inside, he knew that she deserved to know who he really was—even if it meant never seeing her again.

      Jaund bit his lip. “What if you woke up one morning and everything was different?”

      Narr looked up from her plate. “What do you mean?”

      “What if nothing was the way you thought it was? What if it never had been?”

      Narr looked as though she was puzzling more over the reason Jaund would ask such a question than the question itself. “I guess it would be scary. But as long as I had you I know I would be OK.”

      There was a pause, then Jaund spoke. “What if I was different too?”

      Narr stopped eating for a moment. “Would you still love me?”

      “I’ll always love you. You’re everything to me.”

      Narr smiled with her distinct glow. “Then it wouldn’t matter.”

      Jaund longed for that to be true, but he knew it never would be. The monster he really was had no business in such a perfect creature’s life, so that monster would have to disappear. With Narr’s help, maybe the beast could be destroyed forever. Maybe he could become the creature Narr held in her heart. He wanted to change and he’d planned to do just that. But first, he would have to leave the Shivers.

      Jaund noticed the time. “I think the transport will be here soon.”

      Narr stuffed down what was left of her breakfast, rose from the table and grabbed her cane. She walked over to Jaund, guiding herself with the table’s edge, and kissed him gently on the muzzle. “You should get some sleep. We’re going to finish the shaft connection today so I’ll be home early.”

      Jaund slipped his paw slyly over the fox’s rump. “I’ll miss you anyway.”

      Narr jumped at the unexpected touch and swatted at Jaund with a giggle, then she was out the door.

      

      Narr felt the familiar vibration in the seat of the electric cart as it began its travel into the tunnels. The air began to smell warm and musty. She could tell she was moving to the east tunnel because the others were much deeper and it put pressure in her ears when she was taken to them. She felt a bit of relief. She found that the deeper she went, the more the frozen ground would shut out the sounds of the surface. During those times, she was often thankful for the sounds of the hammers and machinery, no matter how irritating they could be. Without them, she would be left in a spaceless void, lost.

      The east tunnel, on the other hand, was very near the surface. From what she’d heard, this tunnel would break through the mountainside soon and then be used as a supply route to the deeper tunnels in this section.

      The clattering sounds of tools began to rise above the humming cart engine and Narr knew she was approaching the end of the tunnel. She wanted to ask the driver of the cart how long the tunnel was now, but she’d learned it was best not to talk to anyone unless it was completely necessary.

      From her first day, she’d had the feeling that most of the other workers felt resentment toward her. Those who did not simply ignore her would harass her at times, though it was never anything more than a spiteful comment. It was bothersome at most. She supposed they might have their right to feel some animosity. She knew it wasn’t only because her job was easier than theirs, but because she was blind. Disabled creatures weren’t usually allowed to work.

      Still, she would never think of leaving. The workers who were mean to her didn’t really mean any harm. They were just cranky. Besides that, her beloved Laarin had pulled so many strings to get her this job. It didn’t pay very much, but it was enough to get hot water into her apartment more than just the usual two days a week and lunch at a café with Laarin now and then.

      The cart pulled to a stop amidst the racket of clinking picks and aching joints. She took her cane and stepped carefully out of the cart, then quickly found the cave wall where she could stand out of the way.

      Everyone called her ‘the canary’, though she didn’t know what that meant. In the past, there had been instances when diggers had run into pockets of natural gas underground. Sparks from their tools could ignite the gas and cause an explosion. Though it was rare, such a thing could and had killed entire teams of miners. Naturally, the mining companies wanted their workers to feel safe, so they hired what they called canaries.

      Narr’s job was simple. Because she had been born blind, her senses of smell and hearing were far more sensitive than other creatures’. If there was any gas, she would smell it long before anyone else did. She would tell the manager and the manager would stop the digging and evacuate the tunnel. At least, this was the way it worked in theory. So far, she’d never smelled anything but dirt and the complaining bodies of the diggers.

      She leaned against her cane and relaxed, preparing for a long day of what usually turned out to be boredom. She would often find herself daydreaming while she was in the tunnels and more often than not, it was about Laarin.

      Laarin had been so nervous when she first started the job. He’d offered to take care of her by himself, but he already did so much for her that it would have made her feel guilty. She assured him that she could take care of herself even though she had probably been more nervous than he was those first weeks. Of course, telling him that would have just made him worry more, so she never did.

      She wasn’t sure if it was the atmosphere of the tunnels that had made her feel so vulnerable, or just the idea that Laarin was not near. She smiled as thoughts of Laarin’s strong hugs and gentle kisses caressed her imagination with phantom senses. It was hard to believe that they’d been together for almost two years now.

      At first, she hadn’t known what to make of him. He’d been so persistent with her, buying her dinner and taking her to music shows. Though she’d tried not to appear so, she had been very charmed by him. There was a strength behind his gentleness, like a predator attacking his prey—but with kindness, so strong that she couldn’t help but fall victim to it.

      Laarin’s love for her had enfolded her like a blanket, keeping her warm and protected. Lately, it was getting harder to remember what it had been like without him. There had only been time and more time, flowing seamlessly on and on. Now, time was measured in the periods between when she was away from her love and the next time she would be able to return to him and let him wrap her in his unyielding blanket of warmth once again. She knew that no matter what problems she had when they were apart, Laarin would make it all go away when she returned.

      She felt herself sigh. How could she have been so lucky? The world was so very beautiful when Laarin was around.

      Suddenly, something was dragging her away from the thoughts of her love. A feeling that itched and gnawed in her mind like when she knew she was forgetting something important. Laarin’s ghost faded and she let the world back in for a moment.

      There it was, seeping thickly into her nose. An unmistakable smell. She snapped into crystal alertness instantly. The metallic thumping of picks in the dirt all around her had not slowed. They were still digging. They didn’t smell it.

      Narr charged down the passage, her cane flying in front of her. She had to find someone quickly. Between the mumbling sounds of voices and ring of metal, her cane struck something.

      “Hey!”

      The voice in front of her didn’t sound pleased, but there wasn’t time to apologize.

      “Stop them,” Narr whimpered.

      “What?”

      Narr leaned on all her resolve and shouted. “Tell them to stop digging!”
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        * * *

      

      The door was there, growing closer every second. Mardus, smiling, waiting for him. It felt like he was floating. He begged his legs to stop and not to carry him one more step toward the door but it was happening—had already happened.

      Jaund looked back at Laarin, still standing by the garbage bin. He wanted to tell him to run away and hide but his lungs wouldn’t draw the breath needed to shout. They droned on, breathing in and out for him, keeping his body alive.

      He was with Mardus now, looking at him as though he was a friend. Mardus smiled, but hideously. Twice as wide as he could possibly smile. Hundreds of needle-like teeth.

      “I don’t think your brother likes me very much.”

      What was it Jaund had said? Before he could remember, the words were coming out of his mouth.

      “He’s just afraid.”

      The door. Mardus was reaching for the knob. Jaund wouldn’t go in this time. He mustn’t. Not again. He would run back to Laarin and leave and never come back.

      His legs felt sluggish and asleep as he strained to make them work, but then he was inside with Mardus.

      The bear! Jaund knew he was somewhere inside. He wouldn’t look at him. If he saw him, then things would never be good again.

      Jaund tried to close his eyes. He tried to think of something else so he wouldn’t see—but he had seen. The bear was there, beaten and bloody. His arms and legs spread out and tied to the floor. The blindfold. The gag. His beginning. Jaund jerked his head away so he wouldn’t see. Maybe it wasn’t too late. Everywhere Jaund looked, the bear was there in front of him.

      Mardus was whispering something in his ear. Something about a gift. The hilt of a dagger was slipped into Jaund’s paw.

      It felt so good, like it was a part of him. Chills ran through his body as he watched light shimmer from the sharp blade, gazing over its exact surface. He could feel the dagger inside of him. Breathing it in and out. The reflection from the shiny metal met his eyes and it was like gasping in fresh, clean air.

      Mardus’s voice rattled like his lungs were rotten. “It’s in your eyes, Jaund. I can see it.”

      Why did the dagger have to feel so good in his paw? It held him in wonderment, no matter how much he told himself to hate it with all of his heart.

      “It’s always been with you, Jaund, and it always will be. I can feel it in you. You’re a killer.”

      Mardus was all around him, speaking inside his head. Everything was the color of Mardus’s hate. Jaund pulled it into him. Inhaling the rage into his core.

      Mardus pointed to the incapacitated bear. “There are your answers. Everything you’ve ever wanted to know.”

      Jaund’s legs were carrying him closer to the bear. The dagger was throbbing in his paw and he was terrified of the excitement he felt.

      The blindfold was removed from the bear and Jaund looked down into his eyes. Large, fixed, searing.

      “Do you see that, Jaund? That’s hate.”

      Every heartbeat pounded more rage through Jaund’s body. He tried not to like it. He tried to be disgusted with himself, but he couldn’t. It felt so good. It felt like where he belonged.

      Mardus’s hissing grin hovered over the bear, together with Jaund’s. “Turn the hate to something else.” Mardus’s eyes burned. “Make it beautiful.”

      The knife plunged. It sank, again and again, into the bear’s abdomen, ripping holes and gashes for every day of pain Jaund had lived through. Waves of pleasure swept along Jaund’s arm with each thrust, washing him into ecstasy. Washing his pain away. He gritted his teeth and spat death into the bear’s horrified eyes. Watching them. Watching.

      Every gush of blood brought him closer to his heaven. His mind screamed all the filth and torment that infested him and he injected it into the bear, stab after stab. He felt his heart racing. He felt his own arousal.

      He wanted the bear to continue dying forever. He wanted it to go on and on until enough of his rage and hate and pain had spilled that it would never return.

      The bear’s eyes flowed with wide, horrible fear. It looked just the same as the hare’s.

      The hare, dying with Jaund’s paws around its throat, squeezing poisonous, bitter hurt into it. It kicked and squeaked as it soaked its death up. Its eyes were wide windows into its fading spirit. Its fur turned whiter than the snow as the life drained from its soul. It was changing. Becoming different. The eyes. Narr’s eyes. Narr’s dying eyes.

      Jaund huffed death into Narr’s pleading eyes and squeezed harder, choking away the sickening innocence and purity. Jaund didn’t want not to like it anymore. He had to finish it. He had to stop his pain.

      “Jaund.”

      Jaund looked up. There was fire and Laarin’s body laying in it. His funeral. Jaund watched the replay of his brother’s transformation to ashes. Fur blackening. Skin and muscles sizzling and snapping.

      Laarin’s body jerked and twitched as the fire ate it, turning it hard and brittle. In the flames, Laarin’s head rolled limply to face Jaund. The mouth opened. Tongue wriggled, gnarled and blistered, to form words.

      “It hurts, Jaund.”

      Laarin’s eyelids peeled open to show empty sockets, his brain smoldering sickly gray steam.

      “It hurts!”
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        * * *

      

      Jaund woke, yelping and gasping for breath. The sheets looked like they’d been through a shredder.

      Like a quiet ghost, Narr stood beside the bed in the near darkness. “Laarin?”

      Jaund reached desperately for Narr and hugged her into his arms. “Oh, God. I thought I had—I thought you were hurt.”

      Narr settled her head onto Jaund’s shoulder. “Another bad dream?”

      Jaund nodded, letting his paws roam over the reality that Narr was here with him. “I don’t know what I’d do if anything ever happened to you.”

      Narr chuckled so very sweetly. “Nothing will happen to me. I have you.”

      Jaund tugged in a breath and held it for a moment. There seemed to be an odd smell on Narr’s fur, dirty and rotten. Why was it so dark? Had he slept all day? “What time is it?”

      “I’m not sure. I had to stay late at work.”

      Jaund reached for the lamp on the nightstand and switched it on. “Narr!”

      For an instant, just a single horrible moment, Jaund thought it was blood. Perhaps he was still asleep or even worse, maybe he had injured her while under the influence of his dream. He looked closer. From head to toe, Narr’s white brilliance had been covered with a layer of reddish dirt. It clumped under her fur in places as though she’d been rolling in a mud hole.

      Narr ran her paw delicately over her grimy coat. A few clods of dirt fell onto the floor. “Oh. I need a bath, don’t I?”

      Jaund wasn’t sure why he’d felt such an urgency to get Narr cleaned up until he realized that every time he looked at the ruddy color in Narr’s fur, he went back to his dream. Still, he made sure to be gentle. He ran a hot bath and helped brush what he could of the loose dirt from Narr’s fur.

      After a few minutes, the dream faded and left Jaund feeling a bit silly. He’d had his share of nightmares since Laarin died, but he’d overcome them. If nothing else, they served as a marker to remind him of the direction in which he was fighting to go. Without ugliness, beauty could not exist. He could never let himself forget how evil his heart was. If he did, then he might forget how to be otherwise.

      Jaund kissed Narr’s nose, the only clean place on her body. “Your bath is ready. I’ll make you something to eat.”

      Narr pouted. Jaund could see that she was pretending. “Aren’t you going to help me?” She strained to hide her grin as she swished her tail at him.

      Jaund smiled as the last of his monster dissolved under the warmth. He chased Narr to the bathroom, nipping at her ears while she giggled.

      Her fur had literally been saturated with dirt. Jaund massaged soap into her coat and rinsed. After only a couple of minutes, the bath water had turned opaque with mud. He found a few burrs as well, though that wasn’t unusual.

      “Here’s another one.”

      Narr closed her eyes and winced as Jaund pulled another burr from her tail.

      “I don’t know where you keep picking these up.”

      Narr swiped her wet whip of a tail at Jaund. “Maybe you’re putting them in there so you’ll have an excuse to play in my fur.”

      Jaund grinned. “Do I need an excuse?”

      Narr ducked her head, hiding a little smile. It was almost angelic.

      Jaund lifted her chin with a finger, taking a moment to gaze into her eyes. He kissed her deeply and let himself go. He let himself become a part of her.

      When their muzzles parted, Narr was slumped against Jaund’s arm, looking rather dazed.

      Jaund held Narr there in silence for several minutes, feeling the warmth of her body. He found that the only thing he wanted was to curl up in bed with her and cuddle her, protecting her from everything in the world that was like him.

      Jaund took the last bucket of warm water and began to rinse away the soap from Narr’s fur. He managed to sound slightly motherly.

      “How did you manage to get so dirty?”

      Narr turned in the tub to face him. “Oh, that’s what I wanted to tell you. I found a body!”

      Jaund froze. “A body?”

      Narr nodded excitedly. “Yes! A real dead body! I smelled it when they were digging and I made them stop so I could find it. I had to dig for a little while though. That’s why I got so dirty.”

      Jaund was a statue. His heart was racing. “What did they do with it?”

      “They called the enforcers to come and look at it and they took it away to study it. They told me I was a hero for finding it!”

      Narr smiled at Jaund proudly.

      Jaund rose to his feet slowly, trying not to believe what he was hearing. “The enforcers?”

      “Uh-huh. They’re coming to get me tomorrow. They said they needed to ask me some questions.”

      Jaund was dreaming again. Maybe he’d never woken up. This wasn’t supposed to happen. The enforcers had been trying to find the Shivers’ head assassin for years. If they interrogated Narr, it would surely lead them right to him. He’d have to leave her and go into hiding—maybe for years.

      Even more frightening was what they might do to Narr. The enforcers did work to protect the laws, but they weren’t always civil about it. As long as the higher government was looking the other way, they would use whatever means necessary to catch a criminal, not excluding abuse in some cases. They would tell her who Jaund really was and they would hurt her until she told them what they wanted to know about him.

      They’d say Jaund never loved her. They’d say she was lucky she hadn’t been his next victim. Her heart would break, there in the middle of whatever stuffy confines they’d decide to keep her in. They would make her hate him. It couldn’t end this way. Not like this—for Narr to discover who she’d really been living with in the custody of the enforcers, being forced to answer questions, being told lies.

      Jaund took Narr’s paws. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t keep his voice from quivering.

      “Narr, you have to stay away from the mines. Promise me you’ll never go there again.”

      Narr’s features withered. “But—my job…”

      Jaund squeezed her paws, unintentionally gaining a whimper from her. “Promise me.”

      “But the enforcers will be there to get me and…”

      “No!”

      Narr withdrew with a look of shock. Jaund had never yelled at her before.

      Jaund felt a weakness spread in his legs and began to fear that he might fall over. “You must never go back to the mines and certainly not to the enforcers.”

      Narr stood, wet in the tub, her tail wrapped around herself and eyes confused and frightened by whatever was frightening Jaund. “You’re scaring me, Laarin.”

      Jaund put his paw to his forehead, trying to clear his thoughts. He knelt in front of Narr, his tone now pleading to her. “Please. Don’t go back there. I’d die if something bad happened to you.”

      Narr paused, looking of puzzlement and worry. She reached for Jaund and he took her carefully in his arms.

      “What’s wrong, love? Please tell me what’s wrong.”

      Yes. It was time. Jaund had to tell her the truth. Narr might be afraid of him. She might run away and never want to see him again, but she would know that he loved her. He would make her know that, no matter what else she thought of him.

      If she did run away then he would let her go. He would have brought a dark hole into the life of a creature within whom it never belonged and should have never been. He had been so selfish. He’d sucked the spirits out of so many creatures and when he’d seen Narr, he’d taken her to bask in the glow of such breathtaking life. He had no right to be such a blemish to a beauty that he should have been forbidden to touch. He did not deserve the heaven contained in Narr’s heart.

      However, there was the hope that Narr might not run. Perhaps she would stay with him to heal him and make his ghosts vanish forever. Perhaps she truly was an angel. Within her was the power to start his life over again. Redemption.

      Jaund’s love for Narr swelled in his heart more every day. At first, his heart told him never to part with her. Now, it was telling him to set her free. It was an unsteady sensation. The only certainty in Jaund’s mind was that he would rather die than see her harmed and without her, he wasn’t sure he could live.

      Jaund caressed Narr’s fragile form. “I will, my love. I’ll tell you everything. But first, there’s something I have to do.”

      “You’re not leaving, are you?”

      “I have to finish something.”

      Narr whimpered and hugged tightly to Jaund. “I don’t want to be alone right now.”

      Jaund kissed Narr’s cheek. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back very soon.”

      

      The nights were getting warmer all the time. The humidity carried smells like music that was played too loud. Warmth that collected on the streets continued to melt the snow after the sun went down and the drainage vents whispered with drips of water in the darkness. Jaund’s paws crunched the damp snow as he walked.

      His march became determined and hypnotic. This could not go on. It would not go on. Perhaps, in the sleepy depths of his memory, there had once been some reason not to care. Everything had been foul. Everything had been pain. He was only more gray paint on a canvas that had already been slopped with every decadent shade of ugliness. There had never been a reason to be different.

      He had a life now and that was Narr. That was his reason to resist the evil inside of him. Narr was the one clean place left on the murky, gray painting that was his life and as he grew nearer to Tyrrrix’s house, he felt his teeth grinding and a boulder growing in his chest. He would not black out the only beauty left in his world—not for anyone.

      Jaund’s dream and the incident in the mines had instilled an urgency within him. He could have talked to Yrris (or any of Mardus’s other bullies for that matter) and it would have filtered up to Tyrrrix eventually. Jaund didn’t have time for that. The claws of Jaund’s ghosts were slowly tearing at the edges of his perfect life with Narr. They would break in and flood the last beautiful thing he knew. Every night he snuck out and every assignment he took was another chance for him to get caught and watch as everything crumbled to the ground.

      Before today, Jaund had been content to sit in the light with Narr and hope the infectious, rabid filth of his past would not seep in. Now it had done that and no amount of hope would make it go away. If the monster was going to leave, Jaund was going to have to make it leave and he would have to do it now.

      Through the gate, past the gargoyles, up the steps and to the front door.

      A tiger with one blue eye peeked through a slot in the door.

      “It’s Jaund. I need to speak with Tyrrrix.”

      The peephole was slapped closed and there were mumbles behind the door. A moment later, the door opened. The blue-and-yellow-eyed tiger regarded Jaund as though he were comparing him with legend. “It’s late, so be brief.”

      Jaund was lead down a hallway decorated with mirrors and wrought iron. The carpet was thick and every room was heated and fully furnished with extravagance. Tyrrrix obviously enjoyed his comfort. Jaund had been inside only a few times. The lavishness always amazed him.

      Tyrrrix was in the library. He could be seen through the arch doorway, reading one of the numerous books that seemed to make up the walls of the room. He waved Jaund into the room, setting the book down and picking up a flask of golden liquid.

      “It’s good to see you, Jaund. Would you like a drink?”

      The lateness of Jaund’s visit didn’t seem to upset Tyrrrix. Jaund accepted the drink. It was normally considered rude not to.

      Jaund was invited into a large chair and the tiger sat in its twin, opposite of him.

      A glaze of business covered the tiger’s expression. “What can I do for you tonight?” He took a sip of his drink.

      Jaund set his jaw. “I want out.”

      Tyrrrix appeared to savor the flavor of his drink for a moment. “I see.”

      The drink was set down and Tyrrrix examined Jaund with an inscrutable poker face. He spoke quietly and calmly, as though the conversation were about the weather. “Surely you, of all people, would know the policy regarding this.”

      Jaund did. Nine times out of ten, he was the one sent to deal with deserters. The Shivers could not risk the chance of someone coming forward to report the details of their ‘business practices’. In Jaund’s experience, most of those who tried to run away were given one chance to reconsider their actions. One of their testicles was removed. If they were female, they were raped and beaten. If the deserter survived, he would have a ring shaved in his fur around his neck as an embarrassment and to remind him of the next thing that would be removed. Only a rare few made the second attempt.

      Jaund nodded. “Yes. I was hoping an exception could be made.”

      Tyrrrix crossed his legs and looked into his glass as he swirled the alcohol. “I admire you, Jaund. I sit in my office and do business while you sweat it out in the trenches. Many of us just don’t have the stomach for your job. You’re quite a valuable member of the team. It would be a shame to lose your talents.”

      The tiger looked directly into Jaund’s eyes. “Won’t you reconsider?”

      Jaund refused to let himself be swayed. There was simply too much at stake. “I can’t.”

      “Perhaps a vacation? I hear you’ve been working very hard. I could arrange a shuttle to take you anywhere you’d like to go.”

      Tyrrrix’s offer sounded genuine, but it was not a vacation that Jaund needed.

      “Thank you, but no. I—need to start my life again.”

      Tyrrrix raised an eyebrow. “Is there nothing that will convince you to stay?”

      Jaund thought of Narr and her incredible gentleness. This was for her.

      Jaund shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

      Tyrrrix rose from his seat. “Well, then—shall we continue this in my office?” He gracefully meandered out of the room, inviting Jaund to follow.

      The room across the hall was smaller and certainly less relaxed. A desk sat on one side of the room, neat stacks of paper adorning it, and a sofa on the other. A smaller version of the library sat on a shelf against the wall.

      Tyrrrix moved behind the desk and folded his paws behind him as he stood, looking out the window at the falling snow. “You’ve been very loyal to the Shivers. A privileged and trusted member. I appreciate you coming directly to me to discuss this.”

      Jaund felt a dangerous quiet in the room. If Tyrrrix wanted to kill him then there would be little he could do but run. And if he ran, others would come looking for him. They would track down where he was living. Narr.

      Tyrrrix turned to Jaund. “The usual treatment is painful and humiliating. You’ve asked for an exception to that and I believe that can be granted.”

      The tiger slid the top drawer of his desk open and withdrew a hypodermic needle. He handed it to Jaund.

      There was silence for a moment as Jaund studied the clear fluid inside the syringe. He looked at Tyrrrix, confused.

      “I assure you, it’s completely painless.”

      Jaund took a deep breath. He wanted to ask if there was another way—any other way—but Tyrrrix’s gaze was set in stone. There was no need to ask.

      The tiger spoke quietly. “You realize we simply can’t take chances. Particularly considering what you’ve been involved in.” He folded Jaund’s paw snugly around the lethal gift. “You’ve served the Shivers well. You’ve earned your dignity.”

      Tyrrrix turned back toward the window and the snowfall. The conversation was over and Jaund’s options with it. He began to step toward the door.

      Tyrrrix had somehow found a bright parting tone for his voice. “I do hope you’ll reconsider your decision. If you decide to stay with us, pay a visit to Yrris. He has a new assignment for you.”

      Jaund shook his head. There had to be an end. “I can’t do any more assignments.”

      Tyrrrix waved his paw in Jaund’s direction. “I’m sure it would be no problem for you. Only a fox. A blind fox if memory serves.”

      Jaund suddenly felt as though he’d been slapped in the face. “What?”

      Tyrrrix turned toward Jaund, curious about the sudden interest he was showing. “It seems that one of our old political enemies had been dug up, so to speak. A fox in the mines sniffed him out.”

      Nothing seemed real suddenly. Like when Jaund knew he was dreaming. His legs began to carry him across the room before he could realize he was moving. “She doesn’t know anything!”

      Tyrrrix blinked. It was the first expression of surprise Jaund had seen from him. “You know something about this?”

      Jaund tried to keep his wits. He seemed to be seeing and hearing everything from a great distance away.

      “I believe I know the fox. She found a body, but she doesn’t know anything about it. There’s no need to—to…”

      Tyrrrix glared at Jaund as he struggled in vain to put that dreaded action in the same phrase with Narr’s name. The tiger slipped quietly into his chair and reclined, never taking his eyes from Jaund.

      “Kill her?” Jaund winced.

      Tyrrrix folded his paws on the desk in front of him. Jaund knew he was being studied.

      “Our agent within the enforcers has gotten rid of the body. Unfortunately, he says the fox can still remember the scent of the individual who dispatched the poor soul. Extraordinary actually.”

      Jaund realized his claws were digging into his palms. He tried to relax. He tried to pretend that this was just another assignment. If Tyrrrix became suspicious, he would send someone else. Jaund felt sickened as he tried to make his anxiety appear to be excitement.

      “They’re going to bring her in to do scent samples within the next couple of days. Naturally, we can’t have her pointing fingers at our operatives.”

      Jaund’s mind threw images of Narr into his eyes in a mosaic, terrifyingly similar to the ghosts that haunted him. He suddenly felt that he had to leave. That he had to run as far away from this room as he could.

      Tyrrrix smiled, perhaps with suspicion or maybe something else. “I don’t have to remind you that you and many of your comrades have fur samples in their records.”

      Jaund flushed the image of Narr from his mind with a new one. The eyes now inspecting him cracked with red veins and began to darken as he imagined squeezing the life from Tyrrrix’s stunned eyes. Feeling breath struggle through the windpipe. Feeling the body oozing and growing limp. A grin began to grow across Jaund’s muzzle, jagged and cruel.

      Tyrrrix nodded slowly. “Now you’re seeing things our way.”

      

      The lake had changed a little since Jaund and Laarin used to go fishing together. The boards of the abandoned cabin that they used to play in had turned oily and rotten. Now it sat on the bank in a black, crumbled heap, like bones. People had stopped using it once the lake had become too polluted for the fish to live in. The water was slowly disappearing over time, leaving a greasy coating over the ground where it had been. What was left lay stinking at the bottom, too saturated with chemicals to freeze. Bands of rainbow colors rippled and swirled on the surface with a life of their own. There was always beauty in death.

      Jaund watched the sky, letting the cold night air bring its frigid caress to his nose. The sky was like life, it seemed. A gray blanket of clouds hung low, billowy and soft and thick with the promise of warmth and protection, but it was an illusion. They only brought cold and ice. If they could laugh at all of the victims of their practical joke, standing frozen as they looked up into the falling snow, they would.

      The sting of the needle felt satisfying as it slid under Jaund’s skin. The plunger waited, ready to deliver its eternity. By the time his body was found, Narr would have already been taken by the enforcers.

      When Jaund had left Tyrrrix’s house, he couldn’t understand how his legs were still underneath him. His whole body had turned numb and there was a metallic taste in his mouth from where he’d been biting his tongue. He knew he was going to pass out any moment.

      He’d managed to maintain his composure enough in Tyrrrix’s presence to convince him that he was going to take the assignment. That had at least bought him a little time. Once outside though, his strength had given out and he’d stumbled down the stairs and into the streets, looking for a place he could sit with his last sights and thoughts.

      Luckily, Tyrrrix had forgotten about the syringe. Jaund shook his head. No, Tyrrrix wasn’t a clumsy, feeble-minded goon like the others. It was more likely he’d intended him to keep it as a future reminder of his alternatives.

      The lake was hours away from the part of town Tyrrrix lived in. Though he didn’t remember most of the journey, he’d made it somehow. The only things he could recall were his thoughts of Narr.

      Jaund placed his thumb over the plunger. It was better this way. Better for Narr and for him. She would miss him for a while, but she would get over it and move on. Maybe she would find someone better. She would never have to know what he really was. He would die her fox mate and she would never know differently. Her beauty would go on, undisturbed. For him, the pain would finally be over.

      How he wished he could have run away with her, perhaps to another planet. The possibility was futile, of course, but Jaund had been so tempted to try on occasion. Maybe they would have beaten the odds and gotten away. Maybe they would have been together right now, enjoying the feel of leaves and soft, warm soil under their paws. Eating a fresh meal as they shared plans for the future. Lying under a cloudless night sky, holding each other. Maybe he could have become the person he so much wanted to be. It was the possibility that kept him from sleeping sometimes. What if they really could have made it?

      Jaund knew the pulse of the Shivers well. You would pass them on the street every day. A Shiver owned the market you bought your meals from. He delivered your packages. He monitored the off-planet communications. The moose that prepared your lunch at the café owed the Shivers a favor and the pocket of the female who took your personal information for an interplanetary ticket had a Shiver’s tip in it. The Shivers were everywhere. It was simply bad business not to keep track of members and customers.

      Jaund’s thumb tapped at and fidgeted with the plunger, impatiently. If only it could be this simple, but he knew better. He would end his own life before the Shivers made him kill Narr and about that, there was never a question. But it would only buy her time. The Shivers would not allow Narr to identify one of their members in the killing and when it was discovered that Jaund was dead, someone else would be sent to do the job—perhaps the Shiver spy within the enforcers. Narr would be left, helpless, to Jaund’s replacement and it would be his fault. He had to try and protect her, at least for as long as he could.

      There was only a single thing left for him to do. He would go and see the only Shiver who could cover up the incident and convince Tyrrrix that the job had been done—the Shiver who was in charge of every hit. Mardus.

      A tiny ray of hope began to enter Jaund’s heart. He hadn’t thought of the tunnels either. If he could get Mardus to look the other way long enough for he and Narr to disappear into the old mining tunnels then they might be safe for a while. Jaund had heard rumors that a small group, made mostly of outcasts and criminals, had been surviving there for years, though it wasn’t clear just how. It was a place the Shivers had never bothered to look for anyone.

      It might be a tough life for a while, but if it could allow Jaund the time to find a way off of New Tibet with Narr then it would be worth his life. There were so many beautiful things he had to show her. It would be as though his old life had never happened.

      Jaund pulled the needle carefully from his arm. This was his last chance to make everything right, and one way or the other, he had to.

      If Mardus did not cooperate then there was always his alternative. He would die protecting Narr and fulfill his last wish—to hold her one last time.

      

      “Narr?”

      The fox stirred and woke up. She reached toward the sound of Jaund’s voice. Her words wept. “Laarin! I was so scared when you didn’t come home.”

      Jaund embraced Narr. “I’m sorry. It took longer than I thought.”

      “Is everything OK? I was so worried when you left.”

      Jaund kissed her ear. “Everything will be just fine.”

      Narr’s eyes searched for Jaund’s. “What’s happening, Laarin? Why were you so afraid?”

      Jaund took Narr’s shoulders. “I can’t explain everything right now, but I need you to do something for me.”

      Narr nodded, wiping tears from her eyes.

      “I may ask you to do some strange things in the next couple of days. I need you to trust me. I need you to do what I say, even if you don’t understand.”

      Narr looked confused, but she nodded again and Jaund could see her trust.

      Jaund smiled and touched his nose to hers. “And always remember that I love you.”

      Narr smiled now. It was as if those words had erased a whole night’s worth of worry. She sat up in bed and pushed her fingers through Jaund’s thick ruff.

      “Well, I don’t have to go to work anymore. What are we going to do today?”

      Jaund took Narr’s paw and pressed it against his muzzle to give it a tiny kiss, then he threw the sheets from her body.

      Narr coughed a surprised giggle.

      “Today is a day just for us.”

      

      After making breakfast together, Jaund sat down to help brush Narr’s fur. It was something he always enjoyed doing for her, though he couldn’t claim it to be a completely selfless act. It was another chance for him to take in every curve of her body completely. Narr was perfectly capable of brushing her own fur, but Jaund always volunteered to help.

      Narr never liked being pitied, but once she learned he did it because he enjoyed touching her, she’d never refused. Bathing was similar. Jaund had often wanted to climb into the bath with her. She’d even suggested it once or twice but he was reluctant. It would wash off the fox musk he wore.

      Of course, Jaund had never wanted her to have to work either. He would have gladly taken care of her. She had wanted a job, Jaund suspected, to prove to him that she didn’t need charity. So Jaund helped her get one. Sometime after Jaund had moved in with her, she seemed to realize that he was offering true kindness and not pity. He did it because he loved her, not because he felt sorry for her.

      The two talked while Jaund brushed. Narr said that she’d thought about it and she wasn’t upset about not going to the mines anymore. She confessed her nervousness about the tunnels and said that she’d missed knitting anyway.

      Jaund suggested that Narr should start an indoor garden as well. He knew she liked to grow vegetables. Narr said she would, but only if Jaund would let her cook them herself. This turned into a playful spat over whose cooking was better and inevitably, a gentle wrestling match.

      It was while Jaund was pinned by SuperNarr, pretending to struggle against her supernatural powers that he heard the fourth transport go by on the street outside. Was it already that late?

      Jaund was always so eager to let himself forget his problems when he was with Narr. It was so easy to feel that nothing else mattered. Today, though, he couldn’t let himself do that. There was a second reason for wanting to spend the day with Narr and that was to make sure she was safe until he could reach Mardus. The best way to do that was to stay in public places and away from his usual territory. Thus, Jaund had planned out the day.

      Jaund went into the kitchen and started removing items from the cold box. Narr was busy prancing about like a superhero when she heard the sounds.

      “What are you doing?”

      Jaund pulled two paper sacks from under the counter. “Packing a lunch. We’re going out.”

      First, Jaund took Narr to get new knitting tools. Her old ones were almost worn to nubs. Taking Narr to the fabric shop was like watching cubs playing on the first day of thaw. She caressed and smelled every texture and object with a wistful smile that wanted to take every last bit of it home with her. She often spent much more time there than they needed, but Jaund didn’t mind. Time didn’t mean anything when Narr was happy.

      Next, Jaund had planned to take Narr to the large activity center where they could drink sodas and play games but on their way there, a street play distracted them. They both sat and watched as walrus actors re-enacted an ancient battle from their homeworld. Though it honestly wasn’t a very good portrayal, Narr seemed to be very moved by it. She clapped and cheered when the performance was over.

      Since they’d strayed so far from Jaund’s plans, the rest of the day was improvised. As the sun was going down, they found themselves holding hands on the cliffs overlooking the sea. It had been such a perfect day.

      Narr sat, pointing her nose to the sea breeze and catching its scent, but Jaund was watching Narr. She was far more beautiful than their surroundings.

      The sky was overcast with its usual gray blanket and they weren’t far enough from the city to escape the smog. The air hung with haze over a bored, greenish sea. Bits of ice and garbage had washed into the jagged rocks at the base of the cliff.

      Narr stretched out her arms and closed her eyes against the strong, constant breeze. She smiled as it rushed over her face, ruffling her fur.

      “I feel like I’m flying!”

      It was as though she was protected from ugliness the way light was from dark. It couldn’t touch her. Jaund smiled. Yes, Narr was far more beautiful.

      The breeze died for a moment and Narr opened her eyes, searching across the ocean. She held very still, soaking up all her senses would allow.

      “What does it look like, Laarin?”

      Jaund looked out to the sea, drab and colorless. How could he tell her the truth? How could he say that it was ugly and sick and polluted? It would be like throwing a rock through a stained glass window.

      What Narr knew was what existed for her and it never had to be ugly. Jaund wanted to make life beautiful for her. He’d just as soon cut off one of her fingers as tell her that she’d been flying over a wasteland. The damage would be the same. He took a deep breath.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      Narr turned to him. “What do you see?”

      Jaund closed his eyes and looked on a world within—on a world he might have had.

      “I see the sun setting. It’s coloring the sky with a beautiful red and orange.”

      Narr rested her paw on Jaund’s leg, eager to see with him. “I forgot what red was. Tell me again.”

      Jaund cupped his paw around her ear. “This is red.” Then he bathed it with warm, slow breath, letting it ooze into the sensitive interior.

      Narr closed her eyes and sighed.

      “There are large pieces of ice, so clear you can see right through them, and they’re floating on deep, blue water.”

      Narr’s ears perked. “Blue?”

      Jaund touched a piece of snow to the end of Narr’s nose. “Blue.”

      Narr blinked. “Oh!”

      “The little waves in the water make it sparkle almost like the stars—like this…”

      He tapped his claws gently up and down Narr’s arm. Narr concentrated, trying to put Jaund’s picture together.

      Jaund smiled. “There are some sharp and dangerous looking rocks that run off of the shore and into the water, and they look like this…” He growled and began chewing up and down the arm he had been tickling.

      Narr giggled. “Hey!”

      Jaund looked into Narr’s eyes. She could see it. He knew she could.

      “And the whole thing is covered with a light mist…” He laid his paws gently over Narr’s face, covering her eyes and forehead.

      Narr was enraptured. She looked off toward the ocean— Jaund’s ocean. “All of that is right here in front of us?”

      Jaund closed his eyes and pictured his place. Did it really matter? As long as Jaund and Narr were sharing it, wasn’t it real? Weren’t they really in that wonderful place as long as they both held it in their hearts?

      “Yes.”

      Narr scooted closer to Jaund and leaned against him, looking off into the beauty. “I would never want to leave this place. It’s so beautiful.”

      Jaund opened his eyes. As much as he wanted to let Narr’s company lull him into blissful ignorance, the business at hand was far too important. He had to tell her now.

      “What if we did leave, Narr? What if we went to someplace far away and even more beautiful?”

      Narr tilted her head. “But why?”

      Jaund put his arm around Narr. “Because I want to be with you.”

      “But you are with me.”

      Jaund shook his head. How could he begin? “Narr, you mean everything to me, but there are some things you don’t know and they could be bad. They could make you not love me anym…”

      Narr pressed her delicate paw over Jaund’s muzzle. “Shhhh. Tell me, Laarin. What is it?”

      Jaund whimpered. The sound put a look of concern onto Narr’s face. It was something she rarely heard from him.

      Twice, Jaund opened his muzzle, but nothing would come out. On the third try, he managed something.

      “I’ve lied to you, Narr. I’m not who I said I was.”

      Narr’s expression changed to something uncertain. Jaund feared she was trying to contain some kind of shock.

      Jaund began to feel like he’d run a mile. His heart raced. He knew the words that he was about to say to Narr, but he couldn’t believe he was going to say them.

      “I’m not a fox.” He paused, taking a few deep breaths. “I’m a wolf.”

      Narr stared blankly at Jaund for a painful amount of time as he tried to decipher what she was feeling. All at once, Narr covered her muzzle and broke into giggles.

      Jaund was taken completely off guard. “I—what?”

      Narr stifled her laughter long enough to become melodramatic. “Oh, help! The big wolf is going to hurt me!”

      Jaund grew urgent, taking Narr’s paws. “It’s true. It’s not a joke. I’m not from a planet with big foxes. I was born here.”

      The laughter died, leaving a faint smile on Narr’s muzzle as she looked up at him with all the love she’d ever had for him. Jaund didn’t know why he couldn’t see what she was feeling. He’d gone over this time after time in his mind. He’d imagined any reaction Narr would have. She could only be feeling something that he hadn’t expected if…

      Jaund felt shaken as he realized. “You knew? All this time, you knew?”

      Narr smiled wider as she cupped her paws over one of Jaund’s.

      “But I made sure… My tail—and I wore…”

      “Fox musk, I know.”

      Jaund’s disbelief jarred him into silence.

      Narr appeared reluctant to tell Jaund how badly he’d failed in his masquerade. “It makes you smell like a wolf wearing fox musk.”

      It took a moment, but suddenly it all soaked in. Jaund began to laugh. He wasn’t sure why, but it felt like it would never stop, and he didn’t want it to. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt it. It was like angel wings and butterflies. He laughed until he was lying in the snow, tears streaking his cheeks.

      Narr sat silently, listening almost appreciatively to the sound, just a moment away from laughing herself. “I wanted to tell you but—you seemed so happy pretending to be a fox.”

      Jaund struggled to control his voice. “Then you don’t mind?”

      Narr laid back into the snow next to Jaund. “I thought it was a little weird at first. Then I realized that everything you did made me feel so good.”

      Jaund’s laughter had finally left him with tears and deep breaths. As he looked at her, he realized he loved her more than he’d ever hated anything.

      “I don’t care what you are—I love you.”

      It was true. Jaund could see it. He recognized eternity. But there was more—much more that he had to tell her and they were things that could frighten her, even if she loved him. The hope she’d given him made his heart flutter. Narr had been sent to cure him, he was sure of that now. There could be no more doubts. He would take her away from here and let her spirit wash over his world, taking away all the darkness—and he would always make sure her world was as beautiful as she’d made his.

      Jaund knew it would upset her, possibly greatly, but it could not end here. He would have to tell her everything.

      Jaund closed his eyes. “There’s more.” He hesitated. This was something else he’d spent time imagining. There was little hope it would go as well as his last confession.

      “I’m not just a wolf—I’m a bad wolf. I’ve done some…” His throat began to feel so dry. He tried to swallow it back. “…terrible things.”

      Narr’s caress broke his thoughts. Her touch brought electric sensation to his chest and stomach as it drew over his cheek.

      “Give yourself time, love. You don’t have to say everything now.”

      Perhaps it was better he didn’t. If she was afraid of him, she might not trust him when he needed her to the most. There would always be time after tonight—and tonight might be the most difficult test of her love. She would have to let him lead her away from the life she’d always known to a life in the cold subterranean depths for no other reason than he’d asked her to go. For now, he needed all her trust.

      The remainder of the time on the cliff was spent in each other’s arms, watching their sun go down. They walked home as the fading light in the real world turned the misty skies from gray into black and the harsh, synthetic lights of the city began their dominance of the night.

      At home, Jaund took Narr to bed and he made love to her. He’d never held her so tightly before—had never lost himself in her so completely. They were a shining pinpoint of love and pleasure, joined together in the abysmal darkness around them. They slept, tied together, Narr sheltered in Jaund’s embrace and for that time, they both knew only love and completeness.

      

      Jaund had been careful not to wake Narr when he snuck out. Narr’s hearing was so sensitive that even Jaund’s stealth couldn’t always evade it. Luckily, Narr had gotten used to Jaund’s late excursions and didn’t usually wake anymore when he left.

      Jaund wasn’t sure what time it was. He’d planned to stay awake until Narr fell asleep but the temptation to let consciousness drift away with Narr in his arms had been too great. He knew it wouldn’t be long before his nightmares woke him.

      He wondered if his nightmares would end after he and Narr were away from New Tibet. He couldn’t remember having a restful night of sleep.

      Jaund tracked through the slush toward the building he most often visited in his sleep. Mardus always kept late hours there—at least he used to. It had been years since Jaund had spoken to Mardus directly.

      The night was unusually warm. The sky boiled, threatening a storm. Jaund could smell the rotten stench of Mardus’s “workshop” from three blocks away. It disturbed him how well he still knew the way, even though the young wolf who often visited the place, eager and excited, had been left years behind.

      Jaund paused outside the door. The garbage bin was still there, across the street, like an incomplete shard of the past. In Jaund’s dreams and memories, Laarin was standing behind it, warning him not to go inside. It almost seemed wrong for Laarin to be missing from the alley.

      Still, the bin itself was warning enough. It made him uneasy just looking at it. Even more so with the absence of his brother. No more warnings. He was out of time.

      Jaund spoke toward the alley as though it were still that day so long ago. “You were right, Laarin. I should have never gone inside.”

      This time, though, it was to end it—to help make things as though he’d never entered the cursed place at all. Laarin was gone forever and Jaund could never get him back. Now it was time to stop from losing any more.

      Jaund opened the door and stepped inside.

      The smell was familiar. Death. The smell of sweat and a hundred final breaths. A hundred eyes looked in from the shadows; the room was the last thing they’d seen. The air was saturated with fear and pain.

      Everywhere Jaund looked, a ghost stared back at him. The fox with the limp, the reddish wolf who said prayers to some God in a strange language, the bear with the hate in his eyes, the raccoon who’d come to New Tibet by mistake and only wanted to go back home. There were all here, hurting and fearing and begging forever.

      Jaund remembered how he used to spend all of his extra time in the workshop, blissfully absorbing the sickened vibes. He remembered his plans with Mardus—to cause so much death and torture in the room that it would become eternal. Mardus had thought that if enough spirits were released in the room, death would have no more room to take another one. The living could hide within the shroud of death and be missed when it was their time. Jaund knew that wasn’t true, but he was too excited over the idea of being an instrument for Mardus’s haven to disagree.

      Among the ghosts in the room, a living form slept against a pile of fishing nets. The years had not been kind to Mardus. He was scarred and ragged. His muzzle had grayed and the toned health of his body had deteriorated. The death he surrounded himself with was beginning to reach for him indiscriminately. Death always had room for more.

      Mardus was stirring in the dim light of the single lamp. His ears twitched. Perhaps the presence of another living being in the room was out of place enough to draw attention. He suddenly rolled off the bed of nets as though he’d been slapped. His eyes burned toward Jaund, still confused with sleep.

      “Who is it? Who’s there?”

      Jaund felt a kind of pity for the voice, cracked and old and tainted with senility. He took a step toward the lamp. “It’s me. It’s Jaund.”

      Confusion and suspicion set into Mardus’s face as he picked himself up off the floor and began to move on stiff and complaining joints toward Jaund.

      “Jaund? But you’re not dead.”

      Jaund shook his head. “No, I’m not dead.”

      Mardus inspected Jaund carefully, then began to laugh. “Jaund! Where’ve you been?” He slapped Jaund’s solid shoulder. “Gods, you’ve grown bigger than I ever expected.” There was a gaze of pride that almost made Jaund feel sheepish.

      Jaund remembered how he had once looked up to Mardus, even admired him. Somehow, he’d seemed a lot more intimidating then.

      “I’ve been settling down.”

      Mardus nodded, moving and speaking with exaggerated expression. “That’s good! You should find a female and make some cubs to show me.”

      Jaund couldn’t help a bit of a smile. “I’ll try my best.”

      Mardus snorted. “Bah! You could have any female you wanted.” An envious glance followed. “Do you remember the tall, young one who used to wait outside for you?”

      Jaund nodded. “Truen.”

      Mardus pointed at the name. “Truen! Yes, what ever happened to her?”

      Jaund’s memories of Truen seemed dim and far away. Though she was a prostitute, Jaund hadn’t realized until later that she did seem to like spending time around him, even outside the professional sense sometimes. At the time, Jaund thought she was just trying to secure more business but in retrospect, her attraction did seem genuine.

      Jaund had killed her, of course, though he’d told no one about it. He’d strangled her in the midst of his pleasure. It was the single death before Laarin died that he’d felt ashamed of afterward.

      “I don’t think she liked me.”

      Mardus grinned. Some of his teeth were gone. “She was crazy about you. They all were. Even some of the males.”

      Somehow and in some strange way, it was actually good to see Mardus again. There had been times he’d been almost like a father to Jaund and though his lessons had been murderous and horrible, a bond had developed. Jaund still felt that bond as much as he would have liked not to.

      Mardus padded slowly to the middle of the room, looking as though he was going over his memories. “You’d make a fine father. You could teach your cubs everything I taught you, right here in this room.”

      The thought made Jaund feel ill for a moment. With Narr, there could be no cubs, but the idea that Mardus would try to bring his offspring into the hell he’d introduced to Jaund was intolerable. Even imagined, he’d rather see his children dead than killing under Mardus’s watchful eye.

      He began to wish he could have cubs with Narr, just so he could teach them to be everything he wasn’t. He owed the world so much good that he would never be able to pay it, but he had to start somewhere.

      “Mardus…”

      But Mardus was not listening. A light of wild excitement had grown in his eyes as he paced over the floor, looking at the rusted chains and nightmarish devices he’d invented to experiment with his victims. “It hasn’t been the same around here without you, Jaund. But it’s okay now. You’re staying, aren’t you?”

      Jaund watched ten years taken from Mardus’s age. “What do you mean?”

      Mardus opened his arms. “You’re back! I knew you couldn’t stay gone for long. Now we can work together again.”

      Jaund shook his head. After all was said and done, Mardus would never be anything more than a twisted version of what might have been a wolf, half crazy with fanaticism. His age was catching up to him and his mind was nowhere as sharp as it used to be. His life was lived in death and it would eventually crumble his own bones to dust without him ever being alive.

      Mardus folded his paws, almost as though he was praying to Jaund, going on before he could interrupt. “It will be just like it used to be. Just you and me. We could be Gods again! We’ll find it this time, Jaund, I promise you.”

      Yes, it was tempting. Extremely tempting. The only thing keeping Jaund from delighting in the thought of killing was that he knew it was wrong. Laarin showed him that. Narr showed him that. He had somehow been able to ignore Laarin and stayed here with Mardus. Working his torturous work had been rapture. It could be like that again. The world around him would go away along with his pain and everything could be gritting teeth, rushing blood and ecstasy once more. But he could not ignore Narr.

      Jaund could never be an angel. Evil was etched into his heart. But as long as he could see that, then he could at least have the desire to be better.

      “No Mardus. I’m not coming back.”

      Mardus halted, unsure of what he’d just heard. The old wolf began to look suspicious again. “But why not? We’re both here. Everything could start over again.”

      “I am starting over. I’ve changed, Mardus. I—I’m trying to change.”

      Mardus squinted, his eye narrowing and pointing out a traitor inside what used to be a friend. “Then why are you here?”

      Jaund took a deep breath. He and Mardus had helped each other out many times in the past. Just one more favor. That’s all he needed. “I came to ask you to do something for me.”

      Mardus stood up as straight as his old bones would allow. “If you’re not going to stay here with me then why should I do anything for you?”

      Jaund stepped forward to present his plea. Mardus would never be able to understand love but he did understand need and Jaund would have to touch that somehow.

      “Because it’s important. It’s the most important thing I’ve ever wanted and you’re the only one who can help me.”

      Mardus grumbled. The old wolf returned to his bed with lines of deep thought on his face. Jaund couldn’t help but feel some kind of pity for him as he squatted painfully to sit.

      “What do you want?”

      “There’s an order for a fox. A blind fox. Her name is Narr. I need you to delay it, just for a couple of days.”

      “What for?”

      Jaund closed his eyes. “Because I don’t want her to die.”

      The darkness under Jaund’s eyelids became filled with Narr’s face. When he opened his eyes, he was looking into a face of pure surprise. “I know that might sound strange coming from me…”

      “Strange?” Mardus suddenly began looking at Jaund as though he was a stranger. “What’s happened to you, Jaund? You would have wanted to kill her yourself before.”

      “I know, but things are different now.”

      Mardus rose again, easier this time, and began to pace in front of Jaund. “That fox is wanted by the enforcers. She knows things that could be dangerous.”

      “No, she doesn’t know anything. I’m positive of that.”

      “We can’t be sure of what she knows.”

      “But I am sure.”

      Mardus was scratching his head, as if over some unsolvable puzzle. “No. I can’t let her go.”

      Jaund held back the growl he felt itching in his throat as he spoke. “You don’t have to let her go. Just forget about her for two days.”

      Mardus paused, giving the matter a final thought. “No.”

      Jaund realized that his thoughts were quickly becoming panicked. His final chance to save Narr was simply being waved aside. Jaund refused to believe that it was happening. It could not end here with a simple ‘no’. Jaund felt the fur on his back bristling.

      “This is very important. You can’t say no!”

      Mardus blinked. “Can’t I?” A devilish glaze windowed his one good eye. It was the same glaze that used to make Jaund nervous, but now it only disgusted him. “I don’t know what you’ve turned yourself into, Jaund, but I don’t think I like it. You left me here alone. I thought we meant something to each other and then one day, you were gone. Now, after years, you come here and make demands of me? I don’t owe you anything anymore!”

      Jaund tried to calm himself but it wasn’t working. His pulse quickened and he could taste acid in his mouth. “I’m just telling you that it’s not her fault. She doesn’t deserve to die.”

      Mardus, under all his gray fur and worn joints, was becoming angry. “And I’m telling you that this fox could do a lot of damage.”

      Jaund bowed his head, looking away from Mardus’s eye in purposeful submission. He humbled himself before the old wolf. His pride meant nothing anymore. He would beg if he had to.

      “Please Mardus. I need this more than anything. If you could only understand…”

      Mardus accepted Jaund’s submission and stood over him, glaring with the fires of betrayal and insanity. “What I understand is that you’ve become a weakling and a traitor!”

      The words sent a shock wave through Jaund’s mind. Numbness washed over his body, like in a dream. “What?”

      Mardus’s smile curled across his muzzle. “Oh, yes. We know about your little meeting with Tyrrrix. He said you’d turned against us, but I didn’t believe him. Now look at you! Ready to put your nose under my tail.”

      Jaund growled as his anger mounted. Mardus sneered in return, showing no signs of fear.

      “It’s true, isn’t it? You’re fucking that fox! Gods, you’re more twisted than I ever thought.”

      Had Jaund been that obvious? He’d taken great care to hide his relationship with Narr from the Shivers. There had been times, now and then, when he’d thought he and Narr were being watched but he’d dismissed them. Could they have been under surveillance all this time?

      Jaund stared at Mardus with silent hate. It was all ruined now. They knew about Narr and his relationship with her. They might even believe he contributed to the discovery of the body. It would not be long before Narr’s execution was assigned to another assassin. Perhaps even his own. He would have to take Narr away before another Shiver got to her.

      Mardus spat his words in Jaund’s face as though he desired to incite more glorious hate to bathe in.

      “It doesn’t matter anymore. You’re out. My team is going to get her and bring her here.” Mardus swished his tail tauntingly. “She’s going to make me young again, you know.”

      Mardus’s words were almost lost under the roar of Jaund’s venomous growl. “I’ll stop you.”

      “Oh no. I’m going to pick out her spirit, piece by piece. I’m going to kill her so slowly it will ring into the heavens for days.”

      Jaund was suddenly blind except for the grinning maw in front of him. He saw his paw smash into the older wolf’s muzzle with blurring speed.

      Jaund hadn’t realized how hard he’d hit Mardus. The wet crack of a bone breaking had been unmistakable.

      Mardus staggered backwards and landed against a pile of unused, dusty furniture. He growled, pressing his paw to his broken muzzle in pain. His breath wheezed.

      Jaund stalked forward, looming closer to Mardus. A snarl was on the edge of his words. “If you touch Narr, I’ll kill you.”

      Mardus pulled his paw away from a muzzle drooling blood. He chuckled sporadically, somewhere between amusement and pain.

      There was a flash in the beaten wolf’s eye. It was something that Jaund had seen before while watching him taunt and tease creatures that were doomed to die. It was the lie he put in his eye while telling them that he would set them free if they cooperated.

      Something was wrong. Very wrong. Targets who were wanted out of the way were simply killed. Mardus’s workshop was only used when torture was needed to get information.

      Jaund hunched before Mardus and leaped, pouncing into the old wolf and pinning him to the floor in a mere instant. Jaund leaned weight onto Mardus’s chest threateningly, his arm working as precisely as a mechanism to hold him down.

      “Why bring her here?”

      Mardus’s one eye still rolled with dizziness from the impact of Jaund’s assault. He snorted blood through some kind of smirk. “Haven’t you heard? The enforcer spy was caught. We have to find out what they know about us and the only one who can tell us is your little sex toy. Too bad.”

      Jaund’s emotions reeled. Torture. They were going to torture his poor Narr until she told them what they wanted to hear.

      Jaund pushed the remaining air from Mardus’s lungs. A wet gurgling sound splattered the room. Jaund leaned close, his jaws a moment away from tearing out his elder’s throat.

      “When? When are they going to get her?”

      Mardus only smiled, a kind of tortured grimace that held a masochistic satisfaction. A strange shroud of serenity guided Jaund’s paw as it reached for Mardus’s throat and began to squeeze.

      Jaund snarled. “When?”

      Mardus was silent. His eye traveled over the empty room, inspecting the absence there.

      It had been a long time since Jaund had visited Mardus’s workshop. So long that he hadn’t realized what was different at first. Something was strange and unusual about the room and it was eating at the edge of Jaund’s recognition. Mardus had never been alone in all the time that Jaund had known him—not even when he was sleeping. His team was gone.

      A replay of Mardus’s words suddenly seared Jaund’s memory. ‘My team is going to get her,’ …NOW! They were going to get her now!

      The epiphany caused Jaund to yelp. Mardus gurgled something that might have otherwise been a laugh.

      “It’s too late, fox-lover. If you stay, you can watch.”

      Jaund’s blood boiled. The cruel psychopath had sent his team before Jaund had arrived.

      Jaund squeezed. Mardus coughed and began to choke. Blood rushed into his single eye and his spine strained against the powerful grasp.

      Somehow, Mardus looked pleased. He struggled to push words through his clamped throat. “I always knew it would be you. I knew you would finish me. You’re still a killer, Jaund… always will be.”

      Mardus ceased his fight against Jaund’s strength and resigned himself to his fate, watching the cold eyes of his killer as he squeezed the life from his body. Jaund tightened his grip, letting himself become immersed in his senses as they lit up with excitement.

      “I am a killer.”

      Mardus’s eyes dulled and lost focus as he began to lose consciousness. His breath began to lose its struggle, his body became limp. Then Mardus was released. He convulsed and gasped for air as he slowly regained consciousness.

      Jaund backed away into the shadows as his old teacher’s wits returned and puzzlement filled his eye. His voice came from somewhere in the darkness of the room. “…but I’m trying not to be.”

      

      Rain was what happened when it was warm enough for the snow to melt before it hit the ground. It was loud and frightening, drenching everything that happened to be caught outside in it. Jaund had seen it twice before tonight, once when he was just a cub and again the year before he’d joined the Shivers. Some of the more religious people said it meant the Gods were sad. Jaund never believed that until now.

      He ran, huffing over street after street. His legs were numb and the rain stung his eyes and cheeks. Every churn of thrust was driven with the pure will to go faster. Faster until he could fly across time and space and save Narr. He had to get to her.

      Torture. They were going to torture his Narr. Whether or not she told them what they wanted, he knew she would die a horrifyingly eventual death. She would be alone in the dark. Confused. Dying.

      Jaund’s paws splashed over reflective walkways, padding out a quick, echoed rhythm, trapped between the buildings. His breath dried his throat and burned his lungs. Faster.

      One assassin could be dealt with but Jaund could not fight off a team of Shivers. Even if he could, another would be sent, then another. He had seen it far too many times to be able to fool himself into hope. No matter where she went, they would find her. Jaund had to get to her first.

      He could see the complex through the veil of rain ahead of him. He dodged in through the back and jumped in the window, landing haphazardly on the floor.

      Jaund whimpered through his panting breath. “Narr!”

      The apartment was dark, the way he’d left it. There was hope, for a short moment, that the Shivers had not reached Narr yet as he stumbled through the living area and into the bedroom. Then, Jaund fell to his knees. His breath was crushed out of him by a stinging cry.

      The bed was empty. The sheets were ruffled. Window broken. Narr was gone. Rain tapped at the sill in the dark, lonely room. Only a ghost of her scent remained.

      Jaund’s heart was pulled from his being and thrust into a vast, unnamable agony as he knelt, frozen by the sight of the empty bed. Gasps of sorrow shook his body, crying up from the deep pit pain within.

      It was all his fault. The clawing evil of his life had finally broken through and taken Narr away from him while he’d stood by in denial. How could he have let it happen? She was so innocent. So pure. Nothing under the stars was reason enough for her to suffer and he would have given his life for her at any point to see to that—or to have her back, safe in her bed right now.

      Jaund gritted his teeth. They were taking her to the workshop right now. His poor, defenseless Narr. His eyes burned and he couldn’t think straight, but one thought was clear. One single drive motivated the whole of whatever he was. There would be no way in all the heavens that Narr would be tortured while even one breath was left in his body. He would fight, tooth and nail, until he was gone. He would wait back at the workshop. He would kill Mardus and then wait for whoever else came. No more was he driven by choice but by fate. There could be no other way.

      Jaund rose and began for the front door, a ghastly snarl containing all of his rage on his muzzle.

      The door clicked.

      Jaund froze, holding his breath, staring intently at the doorknob. Perhaps they had come back to loot the apartment or even to look for him.

      A smile grew over Jaund’s face. It would only be the beginning. He would loose more blood over the streets than they could hold if he had to. He crouched, watching the shadows carefully.

      The door swung open and Jaund lunged toward it, bellowing all his rage and hatred in a banshee cry that would have chilled blood.

      A small, white ghost shrieked and jumped backward from the doorway. She fell and then crawled quickly for the corner where she bundled her tail around herself and shivered in terror.

      Her eyes were glazed with fright. Their eyes had all looked the same. Wide and horrified. So many faces, twisting with pain. Her eyes joined with Jaund’s ghosts, identical in their eternal capture of death, pleading for life—pleading not to die. And their cries…

      Narr looked toward Jaund and whined. “P-Please—don’t hurt me! I didn’t do anything wrong. Please…”

      Jaund yelped. “No!”

      He rushed to Narr and scooped her trembling body up. She cried out with surprise as he pulled her into his arms and whimpered.

      Jaund felt tears of joy and pain as he tried to erase the image of Narr’s fear. “Don’t ever say that. Never say those words.”

      Narr was on the verge of tears herself. “Laarin?”

      She hugged onto his neck tightly, threatening never to let go.

      Jaund was not dreaming. Narr was here with him. He took a moment to allow himself to believe it, drinking in her scent and soaking up the curves he’d spent so many nights next to. If will alone could have made the world go away, it would have disappeared forever at that moment, leaving only their love forever.

      Jaund forced himself into clear-headedness. They could not stay here for another moment if they had any chance of getting away. He had to take Narr away to the tunnels where they would be safe.

      “Narr, listen to me. We have to leave. We have to go right now.”

      Narr appeared upset with confusion. “Where?”

      “We have to go away to some place safe.”

      Jaund took Narr’s paw and began to lead her to the door but she resisted, pulling against Jaund instead.

      “No! We can’t go out there. They’ll get me!”

      “What?”

      “They were breaking in the house but I got out the window and hid. Then they chased me and…”

      Narr began to sob. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she looked up at him.

      “I think they want to hurt me.”

      Though the little fox tried, her fear could not be contained. She began to cry—the sound of angels falling from the heavens.

      Jaund knelt before her. He caressed her soft cheek, trying to sound as calm as possible even though his nerves were on edge. “They’re waiting for you out there?”

      Narr panted and found some strength in Jaund’s touch. She nodded to him.

      Jaund nuzzled Narr, calming her. He moved his paws protectively over her body as he leaned close and whispered. “I’m not going to let them get you, my love—no matter what.”

      Narr closed her eyes and leaned into Jaund’s powerful arms. She trusted him as though she knew his last breath would be for her.

      Jaund stood, keeping a firm hold on Narr’s paw. “Stay behind me, and do exactly what I say.”

      Narr nodded meekly. “Okay.”

      Jaund went to the door quietly. He knew the courtyard of the complex was just outside. It was small but there was enough space to be seen easily. Beyond that, it narrowed into a passage that led to the street. If they could make it that far without being spotted, they would be able to take narrow alleys almost all the way to the north side of town and on to the mountain.

      Jaund turned the doorknob slowly. He would need to get a peek outside to make sure the area was unguarded. A trace of light came in through a narrow crack as he pulled the door open ever so slightly.

      For an instant, dancing shadows blocked the light through the crack. Jaund’s first reaction was to shut the door, but by then, it was too late.

      A force slammed from the other side, taking Jaund off guard and throwing him backward. He regained his balance and pushed against the door as the muzzle and arm of a crazed looking wolf tried to slither inside. Narr stumbled away in fear.

      The arm raised a blade and forced it down upon Jaund. He howled as cold steel parted the flesh and nerves in his shoulder.

      The wolf thrust the blade again as he strained to push the door open enough to get through. This time, the sharp tip sliced the air near Jaund’s ear and only grazed his cheek. The wolf, already in a precarious position, was thrown off balance. He fell, landing half in and half out of the doorway.

      Jaund saw the opportunity and was not about to let it go. He pulled the door open and took a solid stance, ready to slam it against the intruder.

      A stark realization entered the wolf’s eyes as he saw his vulnerable position. He began to scramble to get out of the doorway but he wasn’t fast enough. The door thundered shut against the wolf’s arm. The dull crack of shattered bones snapped sickeningly through the room and a high pitched shriek pierced the night. Somehow, the dagger remained firmly in the wolf’s paw.

      Jaund pulled the door open again, and once again slammed it shut. The dagger rung as it hit the floor and the arm was quickly yanked out of sight.

      Panting, Jaund locked the door and placed his back against it. Narr, who had been huddled against the couch was now standing in almost perfect silence. Her ears were perked toward the sounds outside.

      Jaund listened carefully. There were voices—low and muttering. They seemed to come from all around the house. Though too quiet to hear, their tone explained plans and strategies. Orders were being given and positions being taken. The wolf whose arm had been broken was cursing blood and spite.

      Jaund’s wound had begun to pour warmth down his arm which dripped from his fingers and tapped onto the floor. He pressed his paw against the fresh gash. It was deep.

      Narr’s whimper rose from across the room, whispering as much as it could. “Who are they, Laarin? What do they want?”

      Jaund lied. “I don’t know.”

      Narr’s silhouette was framed in the dim light of the window where she’d gone to hear the sounds outside. She turned her ear toward it once more, but the voices had fallen silent. The apartment hissed with the steady pouring of the rain.

      It could have been some kind of premonition. As Jaund was scanning the room, the images of light and dark suddenly made a horrifying connection. Jaund launched himself from the door toward Narr. It was as if everything was moving in slow motion— Himself, Narr, the window and the black shapes of two ear tips, rising suddenly into its view.

      Jaund threw himself over the couch as Narr faced the snarling maw of a tiger, barely inches away—a danger she could not see.

      For a fleeting moment in time, Jaund thought that he might be too late. Only fragile glass separated Narr from the claws of the tiger. Perhaps he was confused by Narr’s lack of reaction to his presence. He hesitated. Though it was only for a split-second, it was enough.

      Narr yelped as Jaund seized her and pulled her away from the window. An instant later, the sound of breaking glass shattered the silence as the tiger punched through, grabbing wildly at the place Narr had been only a moment before.

      Jaund leaped at the arm and snapped his jaws shut below its wrist. The tiger hissed and tried to withdraw his arm but Jaund only bit harder, sinking his teeth deep into the salty taste. The tiger’s gasp turned into a desperate cry of deep pain. Jaund jerked at his catch, ripping and tearing, raking the arm against the pieces of broken glass left in the window.

      Narr could only hear cries of pain and anger in her sightless nightmare. “Laarin! What’s happening?” Her voice exuded a terrified loneliness.

      Jaund released the tiger’s arm and watched it withdraw, maimed and useless, from the window.

      He turned to Narr. She was frozen with confusion and fear. He went to her, taking her into his arms once more as a realization set into his mind. He could not protect her. With all his love and ferocity, he could only delay the inevitable. He had injured two of them, but there were many more—and even more behind them. They would eventually take the house and his beloved Narr.

      Narr was being shattered. Her beautiful world was being overtaken with fear. It was the hardest thing Jaund would ever witness. By any benevolent force in the universe, this should never have happened. If there were any good in the world, this injustice would have been stopped.

      Jaund could hear the tiger regrouping with his comrades outside. They were waiting—either for the right moment or for more Shivers to arrive.

      Narr scented the blood from Jaund’s wound and ran her paw gently over the wetness. “Laarin! You’re bleeding!”

      Jaund whispered to Narr. “I’m OK—but I want you to wait in the corner for me.”

      Narr was about to protest. She did not want to be left alone, but Jaund put his finger to her lips. “I’m not leaving you.”

      Jaund led Narr to the corner of the room. It was the safest place for her at the time and they would have to go through him to get to her. “Stay here. Don’t move.”

      Jaund sniffed the blood-tainted air and listened carefully. Though he didn’t know the exact reason, the team outside was biding their time. None of the possibilities were good.

      Quickly, Jaund passed by the window and to the front door where he picked up the wolf’s dagger and then to the kitchen where he retrieved a box from a high cabinet. He rushed back to Narr, glancing out through the broken glass as he passed by to see at least a dozen pairs of eyes, reflecting the light from their shadowy hiding places. They were waiting.

      Narr had never witnessed any form of violence. She stood, shaken, in the corner. It was as though the blood, hate and pain were beyond her comprehension—or at least were once beyond her comprehension. As the dreadful concepts soaked into her, it looked as though she might break down and weep. This fox, whom Jaund had promised himself he would give heaven to, was dying inside and soon, the Shivers would take her away to finish the job.

      Oh, he could fight them. He might even be able to kill several of them, but he could not keep them away forever. They would eventually kill him and take Narr regardless. The gift of his death would mean nothing. The troop that closed around them outside would not leave without their quarry. His options were gone— except for one. The single, last salvation that plunged a dagger into his heart when he even considered it. As unthinkable as it was, it was the only thing he had left. Jaund knew what he had to do.

      Jaund squatted in front of Narr and touched her shoulder, ever so gently. “Are you alright?”

      Narr sighed, her tears were gone now though they’d left her shivering. She nodded. “I’m not hurt.”

      Jaund put a smile into his voice as he caressed her. “Good. I don’t know what I’d do if they’d hurt you.”

      Narr perked her ears, sweeping them like radar over the room. “Do you think they’re gone?”

      Jaund swallowed. “Yes. I don’t think they’ll come back.”

      Narr hugged Jaund tightly, gasping her relief.

      Though he didn’t know when, he knew they would come again soon. Smashing through the doors and windows, dragging him and Narr apart. He would likely be killed right away, while Narr would be taken to see Mardus. Jaund could not let that happen. There was no cost that was too much to pay to prevent Narr from suffering such a horrible death. Jaund shut his eyes—no cost.

      If Jaund had only completed his suicide he would know nothing of this. It would have been easier. Laarin had always believed that everything happened for a reason. Jaund knew that the reason he’d spared his own life was for this final purpose.

      Narr tugged at Jaund’s fur as she held herself to him. “I’m scared Laarin. Why did they want to hurt us?”

      Jaund stroked Narr’s fur, soothing her tortured nerves and feeling the radiance of her warmth. His voice spoke relief and safety, but tears were washing into his eyes. “I know you’re scared. Maybe we should think about something happy.”

      Narr tried, sniffling back what was left of her tears. “Like when we were swimming and you kept tickling my feet?”

      Jaund nodded. “Yes. Or like the time you burned dinner.”

      Narr giggled. “…and you ate it anyway. You were always so sweet.”

      Jaund struggled not to cry. Narr would see no tears, no sadness in his voice. He would give her all the happiness he had left to give her for as long as he could.

      He reached for the box and carefully withdrew the syringe that Tyrrrix had given him. His final gift would be the most important one he’d ever given.

      The needle trembled in Jaund’s grasp. “And how you always got burrs in your fur.”

      Narr smirked. “And how you always got them out of my fur.”

      Jaund gritted his teeth, trying not to whimper. It was for the best. He could not die knowing he’d allowed the only creature who’d ever loved him to be tortured to death. It would be peaceful, with warmth and love—and painless. He tugged at the fur on Narr’s shoulder.

      “There’s another one. I don’t know where you get them.”

      Narr winced and closed her eyes, waiting for Jaund to remove the burr that wasn’t there.

      The needle slipped in easily—its contents were delivered. Narr whined for a moment, then rubbed her shoulder, half-grinning up at Jaund. “That stings.”

      Jaund couldn’t breathe. His body was petrified. It was over. Narr’s final minutes of life were to be here, in front of him.

      Tears welled and poured from Jaund’s eyes. A whisper came from a depth within him that was now condemned to agony for as long as he would live. “I’m so sorry.”

      Narr’s eyes still contained her precious life. She smiled and spoke like there would be a tomorrow, and a day after and years more. “Oh, it’s OK. I can’t go around with my fur full of burrs.” She reached for his arm, pushing her fingers gingerly through the fur.

      Jaund covered his muzzle, holding in the sobs. All the tears and anguish. She could not see them. He could not let her know that anything was wrong. It was his final gift to his love. Her last memories would be of love and happiness instead of fear and pain. It was something they could not take away.

      Narr’s fingers trailed up Jaund’s body and she laid her paw flat on his head, between his ears. She smiled as she measured the distance. “I think I’m going to knit you a hat with my new tools.”

      Jaund sputtered, halfway between a laugh and a sob. “A hat?” A hat. She would have made him a hat.

      Narr nodded. “It will take me forever though because your skull is so thick.” She snickered.

      Why did it have to end like this? Where were Jaund’s sunset and his ocean with the deep blue and the sparkles to share with his beautiful fox?

      Narr’s smile slowly began to fade. “All I’ll need is a couple of…” She blinked, looking like her mind had gone blank, then reeled slightly, falling into Jaund.

      Jaund gasped and reached to catch her.

      “Ooh, I think all that excitement has made me a little dizzy.”

      Jaund closed his eyes. How could he watch this? Though he knew it was the only way, there was nothing in his being that didn’t cry out in torment for what he was losing. There could never be forgiveness. There would never be an end to the anguish he’d taken for himself so that Narr would be spared.

      Narr leaned against Jaund and hugged him. “I’m glad you were there to catch me.”

      Jaund swallowed a lump in his throat. “I’d never let you fall.”

      Narr sighed deeply and hugged Jaund. “I’ve always felt so safe with you.”

      Jaund held Narr close—his last wish in the world. Her body began to shiver as its losing battle with the poison ensued.

      Narr stepped back unsteadily from Jaund. “I think I—I need a…” She reached for the wall to guide herself as she began toward the kitchen, but stumbled and fell.

      Jaund yelped, reaching useless paws out to her. “I’m sorry!”

      Narr shook her head. “It wasn’t your fault, silly. I just tripped.”

      Jaund went to Narr’s side. She looked up to him with half-lidded eyes. “Tell me more about my thick skull.”

      Narr chittered through a sleepy haze. Her speech had begun to slur. “It’s not really. I just wanted to make you smile.”

      Jaund’s chin trembled. He couldn’t stop it. “You’ve always made me smile. Every time I think of you.”

      “I want you to be happy.” She smiled a doomed version of the vibrance she used to have. “I should clean this place up but I’m just—so sleepy.”

      Jaund nodded, pleading inside for it to end soon. “Maybe you should get some rest.”

      Narr tried to get up to go to the bedroom, but her legs fumbled beneath her, refusing to obey her wishes. Jaund cradled her and eased her onto the floor.

      Jaund’s tears blurred his vision as he leaned close to her. “You can sleep here, love.” Jaund’s lungs heaved uncontrollably as he stroked her fur, gentle and soft as a baby’s breath. “They can’t hurt you anymore.”

      Narr’s eyelids drifted, then snapped open again. Her body jerked slightly once, then again, and she could no longer keep her eyes open. Her voice came out drunkenly. “My—legs.”

      “Shhhhh.” Jaund kissed her muzzle. “Just sleep.”

      Narr’s breath was becoming shallow and labored. An ultimate peace began to settle into the lively features Jaund once knew.

      Her words were no more than a whisper. “I’m cold, Laarin.”

      Jaund eased himself onto the floor beside his dying love and cuddled her, offering her his warmth for her last moments. Inside of Narr, Jaund was dying with her. He sent himself beside her, down into her eternity. He wished more than anything that he knew where she was and what she was seeing. Jaund hoped with all his heart that she would be somewhere with the Laarin he’d been for her, happy and together, but he would never know.

      “I love you, Laarin.”

      Jaund held her, burning the moment and everything about her into his memory so that he would never forget. He had kept his promise. They would not get her. He’d given his gift—his peace to her forever.

      Jaund offered a last kiss to Narr’s cheek. “I love you too.”

      A deep sleep covered the little fox and she went limp. A moment later, her body gasped a single deep breath, then she died.

      Fire built in Jaund’s stomach and he finally allowed himself to roar with all the tremendous loss and guilt. It seemed like he was hearing it from far away. He clenched Narr’s body to him, and the tears would not stop. They would never stop. So badly he wanted to be with his love, wherever he’d sent her.

      Jaund would go on to see Narr’s sunsets for her—to watch her plays and soak in the beauty of an ugly world. To smell her roses.

      Her rose. It stood in a vase on the counter as beautiful as the day he’d given it to her. Untouched and undisturbed. Perfect and beautiful and still living. Jaund placed it on her body. Perhaps it would go with her and remind her of him. Perhaps she would cradle it and dance with it and be so happy for everything that she’d ever had.

      Jaund gazed at Narr’s beauty for the last time, then turned away. He opened the door and stepped out into the courtyard.

      Eyes came from the shadows and surrounded him. There were voices of anger. Voices of amazement. Jaund could not hear them. He stood, waiting for the attack, but it never came.

      Jaund turned to look into the faces of each of his attackers. They were not dead faces. They were alive. Living and breathing. They turned to avoid Jaund’s stare. Perhaps it was something in his eyes. Perhaps they hadn’t known it was Jaund inside. Or perhaps the black shadow of death was merely a shell. His life had ended a few minutes ago. There was nothing in him left to kill.

      Silently, Jaund walked past the group of Shivers, over the snowy paths and streets. He walked, buildings becoming a blur, streets a memory. He walked, haunted by the ghost of his love, past the suburbs, past the construction zones on the threshold of the city, past the edge of town and into the black, rainy night.
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        Indian Planetary Explorer Dies

        Waheeda Yamana, explorer and

        philanthropist, 86 (relative)
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      India NewsWeekly: December 11, UFC 3889

      Waheeda Yamana, who made her fortune as part of the crew that discovered New Tibet, died on December 10 in her sleep. Although she was born in UFC 3610, she spent twenty years of her life in deep space exploration, returning home to Gharapanaj in 3848 at the relative age of 45. With her share of the discovery fee from New Tibet having earned nearly two hundred years of interest in the First Bank, she was immediately the town’s richest citizen, along with her partner and co-discoverer, Najini Kedar.

      Kedar was the officer credited with the discovery, but she never failed to give Yamana a share of the credit for both the discovery and the name. It was Yamana’s dedication to her home that led the pair to return to the town of her birth, and to set up charity funds for underprivileged youngsters and abused women. By a rough count, the New Tibet Women’s Relief Fund and the New Tibet Children’s Fund, both established in 3850 in Gharapanaj, have helped some fifteen thousand women and children from across India, Nepal, and Tibet. They have established shelters and foster homes in nearly fifty cities, with further expansion planned. Kedar, now aged 92, has said that she will continue her companion’s life work.
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        * * *

      

      New Tibet: where is it now?

      At the height of the New Tibet craze, there were shuttles leaving every week. Two hundred years later, there are two in a year that carry people. The population is stable at about 250,000, with the most dominant species being wolves, snow leopards, arctic foxes, and hares. The per capita income hovers below what would be considered the poverty level here on Earth, but fortunately the government provides basic necessities to the residents, so the standard of life is quite high. According to TeraMine’s human resources department, they have no openings for positions on New Tibet even though the company’s headquarters is now located there. It seems as though those of us who haven’t already gotten to Yamana’s colony are out of luck.
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