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No matter how cold the winter

There’s a springtime ahead

I smile, but who am I kidding?

— Pearl Jam, “Thumbing My Way”
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“Hey, go easy on those!”

“‘Uck ‘oo.” Kelly washed the pills down with a loud gulp.

“I’m just trying to protect my best and favourite customer.”

Kelly swallowed. “Whatever.”

The wolf gave Kelly an intent stare. “What d’you take those for, anyway?”

“Cramps.”

“Huh. Those are some hellacious cramps, then, if you need three of those.” The wolf’s face was expressionless as he pocketed the money Kelly paid for the pills, but his eyes glittered with amusement behind his pince museler spectacles. The cheetah glared at him momentarily, then made for the door of the clinic.

“Keep warm, now,” the doctor said to Kelly’s back and lashing tail.

Kelly turned down the street, cursed the planet’s environment yet again, adjusted his snow mask against the steadily deepening cold of New Tibet’s winter cycle, and set the timer. Thirty seconds: 2,000 feet. Hm. Thirty seconds: 2,188 feet. Better. Turn left. Sixty seconds: 5,011 feet. Yeah. The Dalkivin was kicking in. He could feel his limbs unknotting, uncoiling. His bones seemed to disappear. He was all muscle. Faster. There was no one around. There was never anyone around at this hour. Faster. The air no longer resisted him, no longer held him suspended in its cold embrace; he flew through it like a dart. Like quicksilver. He was quicksilver.

Fifteen minutes and twenty sprints later (ten at sixty seconds, ten at thirty seconds), Kelly was panting in front of K’kerrin Research. Best time: sixty seconds, 5,198 feet. His chronometer beeped. The temperature had dropped below zero; there would be cramps for sure if Kelly didn’t get inside, drugs or no drugs. Kelly waved his pass across the door sensor, and went in.

The latest simulations were almost done. Around him people bustled about, dressed in next-to-nothing. Kelly sat fully clothed at his workstation and shivered, envy threatening to engulf him yet again. He shook it off. There were models to develop, data to incorporate, the blathering of Winnie, his department head: the blessed minutiae of an interesting job to take his mind, for a while anyway, off of being fucking freezing all the time. And of being alone.

“Okay, they say they’re about ready to try another launch, up on the mountain.” Winnie was waving dossiers around. “That means people will have to go up and watch.”

“Yay,” Ezhin said from inside his cubicle, before slurping noisily on a soda.

“Glad you feel that way, Ezzy, ‘cos you’re going. Again.” Winnie gave Ezhin a toothy grin over his cubicle wall. Ezhin made a disgusted noise and slurped some more as Winnie tossed his info pack onto his desk.

“You too, Kelly dear.” Winnie tossed an info pack onto Kelly’s desk. Uh-oh. “What?” he said.

“It’s Group B’s turn; you’re all going.”

“Oh.” Damn. There were going to be questions. Questions like, “You’re a guy?” Kelly hoped for the best and prepared for the worst. “What are accommodations like up there?”

Ezhin gave a last noisy slurp. “Everybody gets their own room.” There was the sound of a cup being tossed into a litterbin. “Especially you, you cold thing.”

“Oh.” Thank the gods. It’s funny how quickly one gets used to routine, Kelly thought. Because of his build and high-pitched voice, he’d been pegged as a female from the minute he walked into the place, and Kelly had become comfortable in the role of “weird offworlder transplant girl.” So comfortable, in fact, that he no longer wanted the mistake to be discovered. It was an interesting experience. As far as anyone knew, Ezhin was the only guy in the whole department. Kelly liked knowing something they didn’t.
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The energy required merely to keep warm meant that the extra calories Kelly ingested in an attempt to acquire some body fat went mainly to muscle tone. Kelly settled into his apartment’s cocoon of electric blankets and noted that he was ironically in better shape than when he had first arrived. The disposable hotpot began to make bubbling sounds, and Kelly cuddled with it in the blankets, savouring the warmth given off by its internal cooking.

It was morning, now, more or less. The planet was reaching the farthest point in its orbit, so there wasn’t much in the way of actual “day.” What day there was was beginning for the rest of the city. Kelly could hear the building begin to wake up: the innumerable tiny muffled sounds of people getting out of bed and getting ready to go to work. On the other side of town, it was the opposite: people would be knocking off for the day in another couple of hours, doing their shopping, getting ready to go out…

Kelly let the thought slide away. Even by shuttle, he couldn’t get over to the nighttime-active part of town and be back in time for work. Dammit. Kelly sighed, tried to take solace in the idea that there had to be people in the nighttime-active part of town who worked day shifts and so led the same kind of loner life he did, and tucked into his “Extra-Hearty” hotpot.
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Anything that had a light on it was either green or gold. The place was mostly dark. There was a little too much sports bar shtick for Kelly’s tastes, but at least the colour scheme was easy on the eyes.

What’s more, it was open. It was the only place open in this part of town for nighttime-actives. Kelly scanned for co-workers on his way in; at least there’d be someone he knew. He sighed. Lots of people, but no dice.

He seemed to get some glances, but nothing that looked as if it would turn into anything more. Just curiosity. Kelly sighed and sat down at the bar, resolving to drink until his eyes bled.

He was halfway through his second drink when a familiar voice at his shoulder spoke. “Well, whaddya know, she does have a life.”

Kelly smiled up at Doc. “I’m off tonight, as it happens. I was planning to stop by to see you later.”

“Don’t bother, I’m off tonight too.” The white smock and pince muselers were gone; Doc and his “assistants” were in street garb. For cryin’ out loud, Kelly thought, Don’t wolves do anything by themselves? “Buy you another?” Doc indicated Kelly’s drink.

“Sure.”

Doc got the bartender’s attention and bought a round of drinks. After the bartender had left, he turned to Kelly and said, “What were you comin’ ‘round tonight for? You don’t usually show up for another couple days.”

“I’m going up the mountain, for a couple weeks. Work. I need my prescription topped off.”

Doc sipped at his drink. “Yeeeah. We need to talk about that.”

“Oh?”

“You’re takin’ an awful lot of that.”

Kelly shrugged. “What can I say? I get cramps.”

“How long have you had these cramps?”

Kelly stared into his drink. “They started as soon as I came to this planet.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t’ve come to this planet.”

“Don’t remind me.”

“What else do you do here?” Doc was looking at Kelly now, in that very intense way that wolves have of looking at people. “You go to work, you come here on your nights off; what else?”

“What else? Nothing else, is what. I run. A lot. Running keeps the cramps away mostly, then the next morning they’re back, as bad as ever.”

Doc nodded.

“I gotta run all the time. I don’t get to do anything else.” Kelly sighed. “I work nights over here on the daylight side of town; I don’t get to meet anybody or nothing. And I’m fucking cold, all the time.”

“Oh, so these are like muscle cramps?”

Kelly nodded. “Of course, muscle cramps.”

“Oh. I thought you meant, y’know, cramps.”

Kelly snorted.

Doc looked down the bar. “Just don’t get out much, eh?”

Kelly folded his arms and frowned at his drink. “I’m just fucked.”

“I thought you weren’t. I thought that was the problem.” Doc looked at Kelly, his expression not having changed a bit. “Just kidding.”

“Very funny.”

“Well, you’re here, now.” Doc waved his hand around. “There’s bound to be some good-lookin’ guy around here. You must’ve seen at least one by now.”

Kelly looked at Doc. “Kinda, yeah.”

Doc’s expression didn’t change, not that he had one. “Sorry, I don’t date customers.”

“Not even your best and favourite ones?”

“Listen, there’s two rules in my business. Rule One is don’t use. Rule Two is don’t date users, no matter how cute. Breaking either rule is bad for business.”

Kelly frowned. User?

“Now, if you were to kick, it might be a different story.”

“Kick?” Kelly looked at him. “Kick what?”

Doc looked at Kelly with his eyebrows raised, the most, not to say only, emotion Kelly had ever seen on his face. “You don’t know what I’m talkin’ about?”

Kelly shook his head.

“Your Dalkivin habit, sweetie! You have a chemical dependency!”

Kelly glared at him. “You think I take those things for the hell of it?”

“No-one on this planet eats as much Dalkivin as you. You have a problem.”

“I do.”

“Yeah: Dalkivin addiction.”

Kelly hung his head and sighed. Doc tossed his drink back and looked at his watch. “I have to go; my most important customer will be here any minute.”

“Most important?”

“You may be my best customer, and maybe even my favourite, but this is my most important. He has a minor but recurring case of Vishon that bothers him. It’s acting up tonight.”

Kelly gave Doc a blank look, before getting it. “Oh.”

Doc looked over Kelly’s shoulder. “There’s our ride. Gotta go.” He patted Kelly on the shoulder. “I can set you up in two days. You think about what I said, eh?” He and his cohorts walked past Kelly, and out the door in the company of a tiger.

Outside, an all-black personal ground transport of the kind almost no one on New Tibet could afford was pulling away down the street. Doc and his underlings were nowhere to be seen. Kelly sighed, shivered, swallowed two more capsules, and set the timer. Thirty seconds: 2,500 feet. Not bad.
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The transport came to rest on the macadam of the mountaintop aerodrome, and as the door slid open Kelly had a sudden flashback to his arrival on New Tibet. Astin. Horrible, horrible fighting. Hurt. Blame. More fighting. Claws. Pain. Kelly blinked back tears. And running away. Far, far away. He made his way as fast as possible into the terminal. And cold.

There was nowhere to do sprints on the mountain. There was an exercise room though, so Kelly made do with lots and lots of stretching, plus the occasional sprint to the command centre. There was too much work for anything else.

The idea is this: Take a large hollow sphere of carbon fibre. Put it in the magnetic field of a planet, ideally near the magnetic pole, where the particles from the solar wind rain down. The resonance caused by the particles striking the sphere could, in theory, generate enough energy to power a large city, or small land mass. Like, say, New Tibet. The trick was figuring out how to get the energy out of the sphere and into the power grid. Monitoring the data coming out of all of the contraptions put together to do this was Group B’s job. Ten days after arriving on the mountain, Kelly found himself at an array of custom-designed monitoring gear, shivering as the latest carbon-fibre sphere and energy extraction devices blasted themselves heavenward. Kelly stared at the flame pouring from the rocket, and once again cursed the New Tibet climate, through chattering teeth.

For 48 hours everything went as planned: The sphere held its orbit, gathering electrical energy out of the complex interactions of the solar wind and the planet’s magnetic field. There was a trickle of microwave activity on the return link to the data collection apparatus. Then, as had happened on the two previous tests, all the readings shot up to maximum levels just before the sensor unit inexplicably went dead and dragged the sphere plummeting with it to the planet’s surface. This time, they fell into the sea on the other side of the mountain. Back to the old drawing board. Kelly swallowed the last of his Dalkivin just as the message came in to go back down to the city and get ready for another launch in six months.
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“Doctor Stachrr’s gone on sabbatical. He didn’t say when he’d be back.”

“Oh dear.” Kelly felt a sinking feeling in his stomach.

The receptionist looked at some printouts on her desk. “Oh, are you the Dalkivin patient?”

“I, uh, I—yes, I guess I am.”

“Well, he left a note saying he’d try to leave a prescription for you, but he didn’t bring it before he left. I’m sorry.”

Kelly tried to smile, to look as if nothing was wrong, that was no emergency, that the cramps weren’t starting up already. “Not as sorry as I’m gonna be.” He managed to get out the door before the tears came. Kelly leaned against the wall of the clinic and sobbed.
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“Kelly? Wassamatter, hon? You sound terrible.”

“Yeah, I must’ve finally came down with something. Must’ve caught it on the mountain.” Kelly gagged, and there was no acting involved.

“You poor thing. This place is really just not for you, is it?”

Every movement was torture. There were clamps on all of his muscles, and his joints and tendons throbbed with agony. “I’ll be okay, but I might not be in tomorrow. Is that gonna be okay?”

“We’ll be okay for a couple days, honey, you just get some rest, okay?”

Kelly sniffled. “I’ll try.” Winnie rang off, and Kelly curled up on the floor and mewled with pain.
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There was no one in the clinic, but thankfully Doc—Doc!—was chatting with the receptionist when Kelly staggered through the doorway. “Oh dear,” was all the receptionist said.

“Come with me,” Doc said, clutching Kelly’s arm and hurrying him to an examination room. He closed the door behind them and guided Kelly to a chair. “You’re a wreck. How long you been like this?”

Kelly turned sagging, red-rimmed eyes to Doc. “Since I got back.” He slumped over to one side and clutched at his arms. “You’ve been gone all week.”

“Yeah, and look at you. You’re totally strung out.”

“Okay,” Kelly looked up at Doc. “You were right. I’m hooked. Hope you’re happy.”

Doc was unmoved. “What, I spend half my life in medical school so you can give me a diagnosis?” He snorted. “I may sell scrip on the side, but I am a real doctor, y’know. I know a junkie when I smell one.”

Kelly glowered at him. “Yeah, fine. So what am I gonna do, huh? How do I stop the cramps?”

“I don’t know what to do about the cramps yet, but you’re gonna hafta kick Dalkivin, it’s as simple as that. I’ve been prescribing an awful lot of it—to you, I might add—and people are noticing. It’s making me look bad.”

Kelly stared up at the dispassionate wolf staring back at him, and something inside crumpled. He put his head in his hands. “I’m sorry.” He began to sob. “I want to quit! I can’t take the cramps! Please!” He curled up in the chair and wept.

Doc stood there looking at him. “You have to kick.”

Kelly got up. “Help me kick. I’ll do anything.” He grabbed Doc by his smock. “Please.” He began to sob again, and collapsed into Doc’s arms. “Please. I’m so cold all the time.” He sobbed again. “Please don’t hate me,” he whispered.

Doc put his arms around Kelly and held him while he cried, slowly rocking him. “Nobody hates you,” he said softly.

He lowered the sobbing Kelly back into the chair and left the room. He returned a moment later. “Here.” He opened Kelly’s hand and placed a vial in it. “This should be enough to at least keep you normal until I can think of something.”

Kelly, sniffling, said nothing. Doc led him into the lobby. “Go get some rest,” he said, “and I’ll do what I can.”

As soon as Kelly was out the door he poured three of the precious capsules into his hand. He looked in the vial. There were only three left in there; what the fuck was Doc trying to do? Fuck! I can’t stay normal on—

He was only supposed to take one per day.

He put the vial in his pocket and looked at the capsules in his hand. Oh Gods. He realised he was salivating. There was a momentary guilt pang. Maybe I should stop now, he thought. I can stop now. He thought of limbs flowing like wine, and wind singing in his ears. Acceleration. The thrill of the movement. The speed. Kelly looked back at the door of the clinic, and then down the empty street. “No. I can’t,” he said aloud, and dry-dropped the pills.

Thirty seconds: 2,000 feet. Well, he hadn’t been running lately. Best to keep to the thirties, tonight. No sense pulling something. Thirty seconds: 2,111 feet. Whatever. Thirty seconds: 2,121 feet. His stomach was rumbling. Hm. Thirty seconds: 2,199 feet. There was a weird thrumming sound starting up in his right ear. Kelly ignored it and did another sprint. Thirty seconds and 2200 feet later, something seemed definitely out of place, inside. Thirty seconds: 1100 feet.

He clutched at his gut. This wasn’t good. His mouth was dry, and his ears hurt, like something was stuck inside them. Something was really wrong with his stomach. He tried to walk and couldn’t keep his balance. The ground kept moving slowly up to meet him, and he struggled to avoid it. He managed to get almost a block before his gut heaved and he fell to the ground, vomiting.

He couldn’t see anymore. Just blobs of light and dark. He rolled over on his back, and the blobs of light and dark spun crazily, making him heave again. He rolled back over, but nothing came up. His stomach wouldn’t stop its awful spasms, though, and his mouth was so dry it hurt. He tried to crawl, to get help, but his body wouldn’t obey any commands. There was a deafening roaring sound in his ears, and the ground was cold.

There came a moment of clarity where Kelly realised that there was no one around for blocks and blocks, and he was going to die. No, he thought. Not like this. “Please,” he said aloud, “not like this.” A pang lanced through his gut and he screeched and fell to the ground again. He pushed himself up against a wall and prayed that wherever his soul ended up was at least warm, if not hot and sunny. He retched violently, and tasted blood.

There was nothing left in Kelly but pain. He wished, in another moment of lucidity, that death would hurry up.

“Oh, Gods,” Kelly panted. “Gods, please … take me…”

From nowhere, there came the scents of people standing around him. No-one spoke, however, and Kelly decided the Gods had at last come for him. Kelly resigned himself to it. Oh well, he thought, I may have died like an idiot but they couldn’t possibly take me anyplace worse than this. He retched again and pitched over.

The Gods were awfully tall, and smelled like … wolves. “There you are,” one of Them said. “The fuckin’ Vishons, they had somebody switch out some of the order with shit the same colour as the usual. Instead of Dalkivin, I gave you—shit!”

The cheetah was sliding to the ground, drooling. Doc crouched down and cradled Kelly in his arms. “Oh my god, your eyes are totally pinned. I’m so sorry, kitten, I’m so sorry.”

Kelly puked blood onto Doc’s boots, and convulsed into unconsciousness.
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Kelly slowly came to with a cottony, gauzy, floating sensation all over his body, except his throat, which felt swollen, and his stomach, which just felt bad. The realisation floated to him, distantly, that he wasn’t in his apartment, because he was warm. He sighed. Warm.

Just then a large black object floated into his field of view, trailing an even larger grey cloud. This was followed by a luminous yellow orb. Somewhere, a voice was talking. “You there? You there, kit?” Kelly dimly realised that Doc was connected with all of this, somehow. He tried to say something, but no sound came.

“Don’t try to say anything, kit,” Doc said. “Your throat’s in no shape for it.” A large cottony paw stroked Kelly’s forehead. “You’re in my hands, now. I’ll take care of you. You hear me? I’ll take care of you now.” Kelly sighed again, deeply, consciousness meandering away like the shore along a burbling brook. Warm. “Oh, and you’re on a morphine drip,” was the last thing Kelly heard before floating away again.
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Consciousness returned again, only this time it had a lot more jagged, hurting bits in it. His throat hurt like hell and his stomach hurt even worse. It felt like they’d cut him open. He felt his abdomen, and jerked his hand away from the shaved patch. He tried to moan and only managed a ragged grrrk before gritting his teeth in agony. Whoever had been crashing around inside him had left broken glass on his vocal cords.

Doc’s muzzle was instantly in his field of view again. “Welcome back,” he said. “Drink this.” He poured a syrupy liquid down Kelly’s throat. “Let that sink in for a while before you say anything.”

Kelly nodded.

Doc stood back and looked at Kelly. “Well. Here we are. Finally in the hospital, suffering the aftereffects of a drug overdose.” Kelly said nothing.

“We managed to stave off any lasting internal damage, but just barely.

What we had to do to your stomach, you don’t wanna know about.”

Kelly sighed tremulously.

“It’s okay,” said Doc, laying a big hand on Kelly’s chest. “You’re gonna be all right. I brought you home. This is where Shivers go to get patched up. I admit I was worried, though; you came off the worst of any of the ones that got took.”

Kelly gave Doc a questioning look. What was he talking about?

Doc cocked his head at Kelly for a sec. “Oh,” he finally said, “You don’t know what I’m talking about, do you? You’ve been a bit out of it, right.” He looked at the floor, took a deep breath, and let it out. “I sold you the wrong stuff. Fuckin’ Vishon bastards swapped out some of the shipment to the clinic with drugs that looked the same, but was different stuff. Them fuckers’re gonna pay for that. I sold a lot of people the wrong stuff. A lot of people got real sick, ‘cos’a that.” He turned to look at Kelly. “You got the sickest.” He shook his head. “Never heard of ‘withdrawal’ before, have you?”

“Withdrawal?” Kelly mouthed the word at Doc.

“You took three, like you usually do, didn’t you?” Kelly nodded feebly. “Yeah, I thought so. Well, apart from the fact that you’ve been through withdrawal and didn’t need that much Dalkivin in your system anymore, you actually took a drug called Isavectone. It’s a … kind of a … blood-pressure medication for rats. Pretty much useless for anybody else. But like most drugs, it does some nasty things in large doses.”

Kelly groaned softly. His throat didn’t hurt so bad anymore. “I noticed,” he said.

“Now,” said Doc, “apart from the joy you experienced, there’s an interesting side effect of Isavectone on felines: it causes internal bleeding.”

“Mm.”

“But guess what? That’s only an issue for female felines. It causes intrauterine hemorrhaging. Wanna know when I found that out?”

Kelly gingerly ran his fingers across the glued-together skin on his shaved abdomen. “Too late?”

“Almost. The MedBase was inside you and looking for a uterus while I was scrubbing up. You coulda knocked me over with a feather.”

Kelly looked at him. “Hm?”

Doc snorted. “All this time. I thought you were a girl.”

“I thought you were a doctor.”

Doc looked at Kelly. “I have never in my life seen, heard, or smelled a cheetah until I met you. You’re always bundled up; how was I to tell?”

Kelly said nothing.

“I just thought you were a, a kinda cute-lookin’ cat. A little flat-chested, but, y’know…”

“How long have I been here?” Kelly looked around for a clock or something.

“Two days.”

“My job.”

“You still have it. It’s taken care of.” Doc held up a finger. “That reminds me: I think I’ve figured out your cramps. You havin’ any now?”

Kelly thought about it. “No. I’m warm now.”

“Right. You’re warm.”

“Duh.”

Doc snorted. “You ever hear of Pykrete?” Kelly just stared at Doc.

“It’s a combination of sawdust and ice. It’s what your apartment building is made out of, mostly.”

”Wha—gggk!” Kelly started to yell, then fell back to the bed clutching his throat and thrashing in agony.

Doc rushed to him and held him down. “Easy, now!” Kelly sagged, wheezing, and Doc handed him another measure of the throat medicine.

Doc stood up. “Yeah, you kept yourself well-conditioned, but after your workouts, you went home to an icebox. Literally. It’s a wonder you haven’t caught pneumonia by now. You’re gonna have to move, kiddo, or you’re gonna die.”

Tears began to fill Kelly’s eyes. “Can’t,” he whispered.

Doc folded his arms. “Why not?”

“No money. Can’t afford it.” Kelly began to cry softly.

“You’ve got to go somewhere. That place is killing you.”

Kelly closed his eyes, feeling the tears slide away. Nowhere. Nowhere to go. Even his own home was killing him. Once more he bitterly cursed the foul, cold place he had run to which was killing him with the very isolation he had sought. Killing him. He began to wish he had died in the snow. Now he had to die all over again, only slower. He really was not made for this place.

Doc moved a chair around, and when Kelly opened his eyes, Doc was sitting in it with his legs crossed, looking at Kelly. “You could stay here,” said Doc.

“How?” Kelly croaked. “I’m not a wolf, or a tiger. I’m not a Shiver.” Doc looked at Kelly. “You’d be here with me.”

Kelly frowned. “I didn’t think you went out with boys.”

“I don’t.” Doc looked back at Kelly, his face as expressionless as ever, and shrugged. “I still think you’re kinda cute, though.”
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An enquiry was made with higher-ups. There was some minor paperwork to file, for organisation is its own punishment, after all. And that was that, officially. Doc led Kelly through a common room, where a group of wolves and a tiger were watching a video programme. “Kelly, this is everybody.” Kelly waved, and everybody waved back. “Everybody, this is Kelly. Don’t touch.”
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Kelly was going to have to leave one day. That much was clear. If the carbon-fibre worked out, the idea would be exported, and engineers would go with it, including Kelly. He would miss Doc: Doc had pampered Kelly to the point that his Shiver housemates joked that he was being spoiled. Apart from that, though, no one really had anything to say. Kelly kept his job and didn’t stick his nose into Shiver affairs, and everybody generally treated him in a ladylike fashion. Doc had kept the ruse; Kelly was “Doc’s girl.” That was fine. Being thought of as Doc’s “property” kinda irked him, though.

Doc would understand. It was clear anyway that Doc didn’t need Kelly. Doc wasn’t humouring him, but Kelly knew that in Doc’s life, people came and went all the time, and you learned not to ask too many questions.

He curled up against Doc on the bed, and sighed. Doc reached over and stroked Kelly’s head and neck, without looking up from whatever he was reading. Kelly rolled over and put his head on Doc’s shoulder, his fingers lazily tracing the scars beneath the downy white fur on the wolf’s chest. His eye drifted toward Doc’s silvering muzzle, with its innumerable little nicks and cuts in the black and grey fur, from years of Shiver living; to his eyes, icy and clinical as ever now, as they scrutinised the dense medical text.

Kelly buried his muzzle into Doc’s neckruff and churred softly, smiling up at him. “Warm,” he said.

Doc looked down at Kelly, and smiled.


Life Is Beautiful

by Tim Susman
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The flickering of the fluorescent lights as they switched off awoke him. The old raccoon blinked in the dim morning light and looked for Petra immediately. The cub was curled in a little ball beside him, ringed tail covering his muzzle and keeping it warm in the bitter cold. Here in the city, winter wasn’t as bad as out in the residential compounds, and that was why they were here. Handouts were much harder to come by in the city, but at least they wouldn’t freeze to death.

In the semi-darkness, it was hard to make out the cub’s form, but Carlo didn’t reach out and touch him. He might wake him, and Petra needed all the sleep he could get. He watched the slow rise and fall of the cub’s sides, assured that he was still alive, and plotted out the course of the day.

When Petra turned over and yawned, revealing the glossy black of one sleepy eye through barely parted lids, Carlo was ready. He met the cub with a broad smile. “Good morning, sleepyhead.”

“Good morning, Da,” Petra murmured sleepily. He looked up at the walls of the alley, and the sky above them, and then shook the snow from his muzzle. “I like the city,” he announced. “It’s warm and there’s always people.”

“I like the city, too,” Carlo said, and felt the truth of the words that would have been a lie a minute ago. He liked the city now, because Petra liked it.

“I hafta make water,” Petra said shyly.

“Over there.” Carlo pointed him to a stack of rotting boxes, feeling the same urges inside him. “I won’t look, I promise.”

When the cub was finished, Carlo went to the same place. He had long since lost the shame he felt at urinating in public; it was necessary and unavoidable. When he had a bathroom to use, he did, but the public ones at the parks didn’t open until later, half of them were out of order, and the ones that weren’t were so filthy that he didn’t like Petra to use them.

“What a beautiful day,” he said when he had finished. He pulled his coat around himself and tightened Petra’s coat, too. “Look at the wind. We might get a glimpse of the sun before the day is out!” He pointed up. “And the clouds are glowing, the snow is fresh on the ground. Truly we are blessed to be here witnessing this.” His paws kicked at the grayish slush as he walked down the alley with Petra. “Think of all those poor people locked in those buildings, missing the glories of nature. Look! There’s Mount Arken.”

They had emerged onto a street, and to the right, the grey shape of Mount Arken rose. People walked quickly past them, bundled up against the weather. A lynx shouldered past Carlo, nearly knocking Petra over. “Watch where you’re going!” Carlo called after him. “Look where you’re stepping!” But the lynx went on, ignoring him.

“You’ll never be rude like that, will you, Petra?” The cub shook his head. “Good boy. Come, let’s play a game.”

“I’m hungry,” Petra said. “Can we play the food game?”

“We can and will. Ready? Stop and sniff. Which way do we go?”

The cub lifted his nose to the wind, sought about for a few seconds, then pointed assuredly towards the mountain. “There.”

Carlo followed the cub to the next corner and to the right. “Remember, you only get ten minutes, then it’s my turn.”

“I know, Da. This way.” He padded assuredly down the street.

Carlo smiled to himself. The cub knew the way to the market from anywhere now, even without the scent cues. It was almost impossible to separate the scent of fish from the scent of industrial waste; even in the city, where people worked and there was some effort to control the rancid chemical odors, they permeated everything. Or maybe it was just his old nose, tired from a lifetime of breathing it in.

They made two more turns, and the small city market lay before them, a ramshackle one-story building that was mostly frequented by daily workers buying the dinner they’d forgotten to get from their local market. The roof was crumbling, but a cursory attempt to shore it up in one corner had resulted in the whole corner falling in, so apparently further repairs would not be forthcoming until the situation worsened.

The quality of goods here was far from the best available on the planet. Though Carlo was sure the rich people had their own market, a well-roofed warm place where the fish was only two days old and the sauces were plentiful. Perhaps the vegetables were not frozen, and maybe there were other foods he could only dream about. Someday, he wanted Petra to be able to taste those other foods.

“Now, time me,” he said, settling the cub into a shadowy space in the corner of two buildings within sight of the market. “I bet I can do better than that time last week.” The cub nodded enthusiastically, and his bright eyes put strength into Carlo’s tired limbs and dexterity into his fingers. He straightened, fixed his coat, and walked into the market.

They had had many discussions about why Petra must never steal. Carlo did not want him to acquire that habit. Peeing in the alley was one thing; stealing was quite another. The cub’s paws and eyes were quicker than his, he would be the first to admit, but he made himself do the stealing every day anyway. His spirit was old, and had a lifetime of crimes weighing on it. Petra’s was young and unsullied and he would not burden it.

The trick to stealing a piece of fish was to act perfectly normal. The frozen cuts of fish were sitting on the table, and if you chose a busy table, picked up a piece while the merchant was talking to someone else, and turned just at the right moment when he was looking away … zip! the piece goes in your pocket and you pick up another piece so that when the merchant turns back, he sees you still holding a piece. You put it down, make eye contact—that was very important—smile, and walk away.

As he walked away from the second table, he thought he heard someone behind him say, “Hey, that raccoon stole a piece of your fish!” But his technique was so smooth that the merchant didn’t feel confident enough to pursue him, and he walked out of the market and back to the cub unhindered.

“How was that, eh? Your old Da still has quick paws.” He showed two pieces of fish to the cub.

Petra’s tail brushed the snow. “The clock over there moved six spaces,” he said. “Not as good as last week, but better than yesterday.” He looked eagerly at the fish, as did Carlo himself.

They ate it raw, Carlo urging the cub to eat more. His appetite was so meager for a growing cub! But he was healthy and happy, and when he patted his stomach and said he was full, Carlo believed him, though his own stomach was still growling.

They covered the neat pile of bones with snow, and moved on to the park, now that the day was fully beginning.

On the way, they passed TeraMine plaza, quiet and nearly deserted now that the workday had started. There was an odd sculpture in the middle of the plaza that Carlo had never been able to understand, but Petra liked to climb on it. The guard who was supposed to prevent such things was a large wolf about Carlo’s age, and knew them. He smiled tolerantly at Carlo as Petra scampered between the wooden posts and climbed up the green-painted rods, carefully cleaned of snow every morning.

“Lovely day,” Carlo said to the guard.

The wolf nodded. “Bit windy.”

Carlo watched how the wind fluffed Petra’s tail out, how the cub lifted his nose to the wind, and lifted a paw to feel it rush between his chubby fingers. “I like the wind,” he said.

“Then it’s a good day, Mr. Carlo.”

“Let me tell you something. Every day is a good day when you have your family with you.”

The guard’s ears flicked back slightly, and Carlo cursed himself. He was losing his memory in his old age. He’d noticed the look of regret on the wolf whenever he’d talked about Petra, and had resolved not to bring up the wolf’s own sad memories again, whatever they might be. This was a terrible place, and it was all too easy to lose the ones you cared for, and the best kindness he could do for those who were not as lucky as he was would be to leave their memories untouched.

He began to talk instead about TeraMine, a company he knew little about, but the wolf was happy enough to talk about that. Carlo had once worked for a company that had dealings with TeraMine, so he knew one or two of the people there and had nothing but nice things to say about them. The guard, in turn, talked about the security and friendly atmosphere at the company.

Their conversation had petered out when Petra came running back to him, ears perked and eyes bright, panting from the exertion of climbing and playing. “Thank you, Da,” he said.

“Thank the nice wolf,” Carlo said, and Petra did so politely.

The wolf smiled down and touched his cap gently. “See you tomorrow, Mr. Carlo,” he said softly.

“Perhaps, perhaps,” Carlo said. “If the wind blows us here. Good day.”
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Petra was laughing and skipping as they entered the park, and Carlo made for the toy stand today. The young vixen who made small wooden toys sometimes paid him to roam around the park and find lost or discarded toys that she could re-sell. She often gave him a whole credit, which he added to the pouch at his waist.

He touched the pouch as they walked through the snowy park with its scraggly bushes. Someday, he promised himself, he would buy a nice house again, and Petra would go to the school. He was saving all his credits for that. Food could be stolen; water lay on the ground all around them. They had thick coats of fur and thick coats of fabric to put overtop of their fur; they could sleep anywhere. But houses had to be bought by credits, and so Carlo saved all he could. If he had a house, they would let him work again. The pouch was heavy at his waist. It would not be long now.

Huddled against the biting wind, the vixen still gave him a smile when he approached. “Hello, Carlo,” she said. “Want to work for me today?”

Carlo gave her a warm smile back. “It is hardly work, Miss Mirta. If you have the credit to spare, I will go looking for you. I feel lucky today.” He lifted his nose into the wind. “It is that sort of day.”

“Bring me whatever you find by the time the lights go on.” She indicated the fluorescent street lamp behind her. “That’s when I pack up.”

He bowed. “I will bring back an armful of toys for you!”

She smiled and waved to him. “A credit for each one you find, Carlo!”

“Did you hear that, Petra?” he said as they walked away. “One credit each! You know, I tell you all the time that we are lucky, but Raccoon looks best on those who make their own luck.” The cub’s black mask watched him earnestly. “It is not such a bad thing, finding what is lost and earning money for it. If we did not find things, then they would stay lost forever, eh?”

Petra nodded his head. “Can I look for toys on the ice?”

“Of course you can.” He watched the cub scamper out onto the ice at the center of the park, sliding around on the parts that had been cleared of snow. He himself skirted the edge of the large pond, reaching into snowdrifts and under benches, where experience had taught him the most toys were to be found.

Always he kept an eye out on the cub, though of course he was perfectly safe. In winter the pond was frozen solid, and the only way he could hurt himself would be to slip and fall. And Petra had a raccoon’s agility and grace, for all his young years. Carlo’s heart swelled with pride as he watched the cub play. He would become a handsome, graceful adult with a family, and Carlo was only sad that he would probably not live to see that happen.

The days were short in the winter, and the hours slipped away. Petra came in from the ice and gamboled in the snow while Carlo watched, even getting drawn into a game of tag with the cub, though it was much harder for him to run through the snow. They searched for toys together and played all the games they knew, taking short breaks to curl up together out of the wind when they found a shelter. Carlo massaged the cub’s ears to make sure they stayed warm.

Some time later, when he was feeling the pangs of hunger in his stomach again and knew Petra must be as well, though the cub insisted he felt fine, Carlo was stopped by a raccoon in a long overcoat.

“Hello, Torini,” he said.

“Hello, Carlo,” the other raccoon said. “Cold day.”

“I think it’s beautiful,” Carlo said stoutly.

“That coat keeping you warm enough?”

He nodded. “Yes. Thank you.” He fingered the material. “I shouldn’t have accepted it from you.”

“I was going to throw it away, remember?”

“Yes, yes, of course.” Carlo looked over Torini’s shoulder, watching Petra make snowballs out of the park snow.

“Carlo, won’t you come stay with us? We have an extra room, and it would be no trouble.”

Carlo’s ears went back. “You know I cannot accept. I won’t take charity. Petra and I don’t need it.”

“It’s not charity,” Torini insisted. “You’re like family.”

“Like family. But not family.”

“My brother married your daughter. That’s close enough for me.”

Carlo shook his head definitively. “We’re fine. I will buy my own house, and then I would be delighted to have you over for dinner. Petra can play with Duomi, and we will have fish and broth.”

“We’d be much happier if you … and Petra … came to stay with us, just until you can afford your own place. It’s so cold and dangerous, and we’re so worried about you.”

Carlo smiled. “You see a different world than I do. That is why you worry. You see all the bad, all the rottenness. I see light and joy and goodness. The world is a lovely place, and Petra and I have everything we need here.” He spread his arms, and the wind sent the coat flapping over his thin frame.

Torini sighed. “All right. You won’t mind if I come see you every now and then?”

“Of course not. It is a free park. You may come here as you like. And,” he added graciously, “it is good to see you.”

“You too, Carlo. Take care, okay?”

“I will, Torini. Please give my best to Milla and your sons.”

Carlo watched the raccoon trudge away through the snow, under the glare of the fluorescent lights. The lights! He watched Petra for a moment to make sure he was playing safely, then hurried over to the toy stand. The vixen hadn’t started to close down the stand yet; she was helping a better-dressed vixen, and handed her a toy just as Carlo reached the stand.

“Miss Mirta,” he said, panting. “I’m sorry to be late.”

“That’s all right, Carlo.” The other vixen was pure white, like Mirta, but she wore a purple scarf and her coat didn’t have holes in it. She regarded Carlo with some curiosity and didn’t leave the stand.

“I am sorry. I looked all over and found nothing today. Perhaps tomorrow.”

“Thank you for looking, Carlo,” Mirta said, and held out her paw. “Please take a credit anyway.”

“I couldn’t!” He held a paw to his chest. “I bring you nothing; I must not take anything from you.”

“You worked all day, Carlo. You’ve earned it.”

“No, no!” He shook his head. “I cannot.”

“For Petra, then?” She was looking tenderly at him, and he saw the care in her eyes and in the tilt of her ears. She cared about the cub, too, he realized, and then he saw that it would be ungracious of him to refuse.

“Very well,” he said. “For Petra. I will make sure he comes over and says thank you.”

“Tomorrow, maybe,” she said, and turned away from him. “I’m going to pack up now and I need to go home.”

“Good night, then, Miss Mirta. And thank you.”

“Good night, Carlo.”

He walked back to the bench near where Petra was staying, putting the coin in his pouch as he did so. The cub came running over to him and jumped into his lap when he sat down.

“Is it time to play the sleeping game, Da?”

“Nearly, Petra, nearly.” He cast about in his mind for the best places to sleep, and decided on one. “We’ll look for a place in a minute. Let’s just take time to enjoy the day, yes?”

The cub nodded, bouncing on his knee. “I love you, Da,” he said.

Carlo nuzzled the cub affectionately. “I love you too, Petra. You know, this place isn’t so horrible as long as we have each other. You’re my joy.”

“Life is beautiful, Da!” the cub said happily, echoing one of Carlo’s expressions.

“Yes it is, Petra.” The grey sky and grey snow were just the backdrop to the bouncing cub in front of him. “Very beautiful indeed.”
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Mirta knew what the other vixen was going to ask, and avoided her gaze while she packed the toys into the small wheeled cart. Finally, the vixen cleared her throat and asked it.

“You pay him to retrieve toys for you?”

“Sometimes.” Her breath hung in a cloud. The chill had seeped into her fur, but it wasn’t life-threatening yet. She hated herself for envying the other vixen’s scarf and coat.

“And you pay him even when he doesn’t bring anything in?”

The toys wouldn’t fit into their places properly. She hated that, too, not only because it meant her fingers were fumbling, but because it meant she hadn’t sold enough to leave plenty of room. Most days were like that. “Sometimes.”

“Why?”

Mirta sighed and stood up. “His name’s Carlo. Everyone around here knows him. He lost his wife in childbirth and raised his daughter by himself. She and her husband had an accident, and left him alone with their cub. He lost his job and his house but wouldn’t place the cub with a foster agency. So the guys at the market help him with food, and a couple of us around here give him money when we can.” She bent back down, fitting the last toy into place and closing the cart.

“Petra? That’s the cub?” She nodded. “Where is he?”

The vixen was looking across the snowy park at Carlo. Mirta said softly, “Petra died three years ago.”

Together, they watched the old raccoon on the park bench, bouncing his knee and talking to the empty air. The vixen made a small “oh” sound, accompanied by a tiny puff of white. She bent suddenly to help lift the front of the cart, which had frozen to the ground. It came loose with a crack, and Mirta smiled her thanks before starting to roll the cart away.

The vixen walked with her, one paw holding her purchase, the other resting on the cart. Mirta glanced warily at her, but was met with a smile and turned back without protesting, allowing the vixen to accompany her all the way to the edge of the park. There Mirta set the cart down, waiting for a transport to pass in the street beyond. Her companion turned back to the old raccoon, now wandering in the opposite direction, his paw extended downward as if holding tightly to the upraised paw of a small cub. They traveled back over Mirta’s worn cart and threadbare coat before noticing that Mirta, too, was watching Carlo walk away.

“A whole credit, though?” the vixen said softly. “You can’t afford that, can you?”

“No,” Mirta said softly. Her eyes were filled with tears, and she only got one more emotion-choked word out. “But…”

She brushed the tears from her eyes and shook them into the snow, turning back to the cart. The other vixen put an arm around her and walked with her across the street.


Chains of Circumstance

by “Alopex”
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Two ermine sat in ersatz box seats overlooking the Titanibore Remote-World Mining Company main assembly hall, steeling themselves for yet another tedious afternoon of quarterly reports. One lounged in his chair, sipping vodka; the other slumped in annoyance, his own glass hardly touched. Below them, larger species such as bears, wolves and badgers shifted uncomfortably on folding chairs, while at the front of the hall a formidable-looking wolverine was drawing his introductory remarks to a close.

“Tell me again, Bragg, why do I put myself through the agony of attending these quarterly meetings?” asked Tyrell as he slumped even further into his chair. “Everything we’re going to hear today has already been printed out in greater detail and with less pretentious pomp in the quarterly reports. What’s the point?” He reached for his glass, downed the vodka in a single gulp, and banged it back down on the table.

“Tradition,” Bragg replied with a smile as he poured Tyrrell another shot. “And job security. If you don’t come to the assemblies you’re fired, and if you’re fired, you have to find work on the surface, and if you’re an ermine trying to find work on the surface…” He spread his paws and turned to look at Tyrrell, “You might as well save yourself the agony and just burrow into a snowdrift and wait for the cold sleep to come.” He smiled again and added, “But you knew that.”

Tyrrell sighed and looked deep into his glass. “Yes, I know. But sometimes I have to ask to make sure I’m not missing something. I guess enduring these meetings is a small price to pay for keeping the job … such as it is.”

Bragg chuckled. “Just think of it as an excuse to leave the dust of the shafts and the prattle of the lemmings for an afternoon of drink with an old friend.”

“Perhaps…” Tyrrell mused. “You do have access to some wonderful vodka, but it’s still not strong enough. When I give my report I’ll still be able to see the audience, and when I get to our numbers I’ll still be able to hear the snickering of the Large Bore divisions. Last quarter was our best ever. Ever! And still the Small Bore divisions moved only a tenth the amount of ore that the Large Bores did. With those numbers there’s no way we can gain any respect from the other divisions, and we’ve certainly no hope of winning any division bonuses!”

“Oh, I don’t think we’ll ever get the respect of the Large Bore divisions, no matter how much ore we moved,” Bragg replied. “But I’ve been looking over the numbers, and I think I’ve found something we can be proud of. Do you have any idea how efficient our lemmings are compared to the Large Bore species? The difference is huge!”

“But you’ve been saying that was the case all along.”

“I was saying it, but I didn’t have the numbers to back it up.”

“And now, I presume, you do?”

“Indeed I do! I’ve long suspected that Titanibore was putting a lot of money into keeping the Large Bore species happy—keeping them from looking for work in other mines. In addition to their pay they get subsidized housing, subsidized food, subsidized beer—even subsidized sleaze! They’ve tried to bury the details deep in the financial reports, but I dug around until I unearthed enough to run some calculations. Would you believe that in the last four years Titanibore has spent more to keep the Large Bore divisions happy than they’ve produced in ore those same quarters?”

“I’m supposed to take pride in the fact that my company can’t turn a profit?”

“Oh, I didn’t say that. That’s where our lemmings come in. They need hardly any subsidies at all. Give them some old tunnels to carve out their homes, some mushrooms to grow for food and some communal space where they can dance and sing their folksy songs and they’re happy. They may not move as much ore as the bigger species, but at least they do it effectively enough to make a profit. We consistently post net profits of thirty to fifty percent each quarter, so we’re effectively keeping Titanibore afloat.”

“And yet, we’re the ones who get sneered at for moving such small amounts of ore.”

“Yup.”

“That sure kinks my tail.”

“I’ll say. The lemmings are much more efficient miners too, when you think about it. Because they’re small they can burrow down veins much more cleanly. Large Borers have to make tunnels big enough for them to work in, regardless of the size of the vein they’re working, so they have to move a lot of worthless rock around. And at their scale they have to worry more about structural integrity—shoring up ceilings and such.”

Tyrrell thought about that for a few moments, then commented, “I don’t suppose there’s much we can do about it.”

Bragg shook his head. “I’ve thought about that question a lot myself, and I haven’t come up with any good ideas. We really don’t have the power in this company to make changes.”

“I don’t suppose we could break off and start our own company.”

“Nope. Can you imagine what Titanibore might try to do to us in retaliation? They’ve got connections. Lockjaw himself would happily tear us apart. And anyway, the transportation network on the surface is scaled up for larger operations. No one else uses lemmings.”

Tyrrell took another slug of vodka and observed, “So, we get to stay here, sneered at by the Large Bore divisions while at the same time keeping their gullets gorged.”

Raising his glass as if in a toast, Bragg replied, “Yup. And we are supposed to be thankful for the opportunity.”

Tyrrell tilted his head, pointing his muzzle at the wolverine on the stage and asked, “Do you think old Lockjaw knows all this?”

“Oh, I’m sure he does,” Bragg replied. “I don’t think he suspects we know it yet, but, frankly, I don’t think he’s worried. He knows he doesn’t have to offer us many concessions to keep us in our place. He’s pretty shrewd.”

Tyrrell nodded, then sunk back into a thoughtful silence. Presently he opened the report he had prepared for his division and started scribbling numbers and equations in the margins. He worked steadily through Green Sector’s presentations, which were generally short because they had no Small Bore division. He was still working intently when the wolf foreman of the Large Bore division of Gray Sector finished, signaling Tyrrell’s turn at the podium. Bragg had been watching all this with a bemused expression, and after a few moments of silence while the assembly waited impatiently below he cleared his throat to get Tyrrell’s attention.

“Hmm?” Tyrrell said, not looking up from his report.

“Oh, nothing,” Bragg answered. “It’s just that Baxter’s finished, so it’s your turn at the podium.”

“Oh!” Tyrrell exclaimed, with some embarrassment. But he quickly composed himself, gathered his papers together, and calmly made his way down to the main level. The assembly hall was actually a large cavern deep in the rock of Mt. Arken, a hub that had formerly connected several mine tunnels when that sector had been in active production. The box seat in which the ermine sat was the opening to a small tunnel that a Small Bore division had created high on the wall, and Tyrrell used the old ramp carved into the side of the cavern to get down to the main floor.

Tyrrell was completely aware that everyone was impatiently watching his progress (those that were awake, at least) and that they would have been much happier if he’d broken into a lope to make the trip quicker. But he was in no mood to give any of them the satisfaction. He climbed up onto the stage, and then onto the stool that had been placed for him behind the podium.

“Good afternoon,” he began. “I am sure you were all as enthralled with the report of my compatriot and friendly competitor in Gray Sector as was I. Excellent work, Baxter! As you can all see from the Small Bore report from Gray Sector, we have yet again failed to move even a tenth as much ore as our larger half. We did increase our copper ore output by about ten percent over last year and iron ore by five percent, and while our titanium ore has not increased substantially in output, we have been getting into some of the purest ore we’ve found yet.”

Growing bored with the pageantry, he began skipping through his notes. “We have moved hundreds of meters deeper into the Mountain than we were a year ago… Our accident record remains stellar… Blah blah blah. It’s all the same old stuff. You can read for yourselves.”

“However,” he paused for emphasis. “For your entertainment, I was just running over the numbers and I think I have some more interesting news that’s not in this report. Based on our output for last quarter, recent prices of ore per ton, and the cost of maintaining our equipment and lemming colony, I can confidently report that this was our first quarter ever in which our operation posted a net profit of over fifty percent! I do believe that’s a first for any division of any sector, isn’t it, Mr. Lockjaw?

He turned towards the wolverine and gave a polite smile. Lockjaw was caught off guard and stammered slightly in his reply. “I … can not verify your claim. It is possible that you are correct. But we won’t be able to judge your claim until final sales figures come in. Ore prices change.” Regaining his composure, he frowned and added. “Anyhow, the division bonus competition is based on raw tonnage, not net profits, so I don’t see your estimates as anything worth bragging about.”

Tyrrell maintained his smile and nodded, biting back several of the harsh replies that had sprung into his mind. If Lockjaw had seen the flash of anger in his black eyes, he didn’t care. Turning back to the audience, he concluded, “I guess that is all I have to say. You can find further details in my report. Thank you for being such an attentive audience.” Without acknowledging Lockjaw he stepped down from the stool and headed off the stage. He wasn’t even half way up the ramp when Lockjaw began introducing the next speaker.

Bragg greeted him with a broad smile when he returned to his seat. “Well done, Tyrrell Terriganiak!” He exclaimed. “That was a great off the cuff performance. I loved how you were able to make Lockjaw uncomfortable by putting the spotlight on him, but not so uncomfortable as to make him angry—and without actually having any numbers to back up your claims! Insouciant, yet not quite insubordinate. If I had a hat, I’d take it off to you.”

Tyrrell smiled. “Well, it was fun, at least. But I doubt that anyone will remember it tomorrow.”

“No, probably not,” Bragg agreed. “I doubt that many of them caught the significance of your statement. A few of them will have something to think about for a while, Lockjaw most of all, but I doubt that anyone will be worried. We’re kibble to them.”

Tyrrell nodded and slumped back into his chair.

Bragg rifled through his papers and gave a bemused chuckle. “Of course, after your report, I’ll have to reconsider my own presentation. How can I follow an act like that? Our numbers weren’t quite as good as yours, so I can’t provide nearly as much drama.”

“Yeah, but you’re following Katelo,” Tyrrell said, waving his paw in the direction of a lynx who was currently giving the report for the Large Bore division of Red Sector. “He’s such a dry old bore that anything you say would be interesting in comparison.”

“I hope you’re not implying that I’m so dull that it takes someone as dreadful as Katelo to make me sound interesting!”

“Not at all,” Tyrrell laughed. “Not at all. I was just putting your talk in proper perspective. Your act follows his, not mine, so you really shouldn’t be worried.”

Bragg would have replied, but he was interrupted by the sudden appearance of Miki, Tyrrell’s young ermine trainee, in the tunnel behind them.

“Jeskal’s hurt again,” Miki panted, out of breath. “Kind of bad this time.”

“How bad is kind of bad?” Tyrrell asked.

“Broken bone,” Miki replied. “Not a compound fracture, but things are pretty messed up under the skin. They’re prepping him now, waiting for your approval before moving him to the infirmary.”

“Sounds really serious to me,” said Bragg.

Tyrrell gave a wry chuckle. “Jeskal’s accident prone, but this does sound a bit worse than usual. I’m going to have to skip out on the rest of this party. We’ll have to get together so you can tell me about how your presentation went. Good luck.” He rose, exchanged a glance with Lockjaw that he hoped conveyed sufficient information about his sudden need to leave, then scampered out the tunnel with Miki at his side.

“Where exactly is the break?” he asked.

“Femur,” Miki panted, working a bit to keep Tyrrell’s pace. “Pneumatic hammer fell on it. Complete break. Looked like he had an extra joint in his leg. I ran to get you as soon as I saw how bad it was.”

“For something that serious you would have been justified to ship him out right away,” said Tyrrell. “But, knowing Jeskal, he’ll be all right regardless. And I’m certainly glad you gave me an excuse to leave the assembly. It’s too bad Jeskal didn’t break his leg an hour or so earlier.”

“Boring meeting?”

“As always. I was able to spice it up a bit with Bragg’s help, but it was nothing I wouldn’t have been happy to miss.”

“Good thing I didn’t just put him out of his misery, eh? I was in the mood for a snack. If it weren’t for that stupid company policy…”

“That stupid company policy prevented you from making the mistake of chewing on a tough old lemming full of scar tissue. And besides that, it’s a very good rule.”

“What’s wrong with good old tooth and claw? They could use a little fear now and then to boost their productivity.”

“The early foremen tried that, back when they first imported the small lemming race to work the small ore veins. They figured such simple-minded creatures would respond well to their natural fear stimulus. They also thought the lemmings wouldn’t notice when the old or infirm just disappeared from the rolls.”

“And they were wrong?”

“Yes. The lemmings may not have a sense of history or the ability to develop civilizations, but they do develop very strong ties to their own birth cohort. So, when members of the colony disappeared or were threatened, they all felt threatened. They became dispirited and lost the will to work. The foremen quickly learned that happy lemmings were productive lemmings. Fortunately it doesn’t take much to keep them happy. You’ve seen how well the system works. They’re generally quite cheerful and work their hardest for the company when they feel the company is looking out for their well being.

“Yes, but what about our own well being? I’m sick of eating fish every day! I could use some real red meat.”

“Ha! I know what you mean. But we have to take a larger perspective than our stomachs would prefer. Stick with the company line, Miki Kailakuniak, and some day you’ll become a foreman yourself. Then you’ll be able to afford some of the finer things in life—at least, those which can be imported to this frozen planet.”

“That’s easy enough for you to say. I saw that bottle you and Bragg were sharing. It would probably cost me several weeks’ wages to import something like that.”

“I’ve paid my dues, Miki,” Tyrrell said with a smile. “I’ve paid my dues. And now I have no guilt in taking advantage of my position, such as it is. It’s not a glamorous life we lead, but it’s comfortable in its own hermitic way. And anyhow, that was Bragg’s vodka, not mine.”

The two lapsed into silence for the rest of the journey down into Gray Sector, weaving their way though the ever-smaller tunnels to the area where the Small Bore division was working a series of veins.

“Jeskal’s team was making good progress this morning before the accident,” Miki commented as they neared their goal. “Looks like good ore down here. More titanium.”

“Excellent! We can’t find too much of that.”

“It’s too bad we had to shut things down, but once we get Jeskal off to his bed at the infirmary I’ll get the rest right back to work.”

“Fine. And here we are. Let’s see what there is to see.”

Tyrrell quickly scanned the scene with an experienced eye, noting who was present and where the machinery lay. He ran his paw over the legs of the toppled pneumatic hammer, then turned to inspect the lemming already laid out on a stretcher and prepared for transport. He furrowed his brow and winced slightly upon seeing the abnormal position of Jeskal’s broken leg, then looked up to address the other lemmings.

“Good work with the first aid,” he said. “You were right not to splint the leg. That might have caused more internal damage.”

Then, looking down, he addressed Jeskal. “Now, Jeskal, how many times have I told you to check all the braces on the hammer’s legs?” He waved a paw when Jeskal tried to answer his rhetorical question, then continued, “Last time it was your foot that got caught. This time it’s your leg. Thanks to your friends here, I think you have a good chance of keeping it, despite the damage.”

Jeskal made an effort to smile while gritting his teeth against the pain. “Sorry, sir,” he said. “I got excited. We’re getting into good rock. I’m sure of it! Smells lucky. Wanted to get to it before the shift ended. Guess I got too excited. Sorry, sir.”

One of the other lemmings stepped forward and said, earnestly, “I think he’s right, sir. Usually is. Think I can smell it too. Taste it in the dust in the air. Even sounds lucky under my hammer… ‘Course, that doesn’t mean we can get careless.”

Tyrrell shook his head. “No, it certainly doesn’t mean you shouldn’t maintain proper safety protocol. Look where it got you and your friends, Jeskal—at least half an hour’s work lost for the entire shaft. And now you won’t get to see for yourself if your nose was right.”

Jeskal sighed. “No, sir. I’m sorry for costing the company money.

Hope you’re not mad. Hope you’ll let the guys bring me news.”

“Don’t you worry about that now, Jeskal,” Tyrrell said, laying a paw on his shoulder. “You do a lot for this company with that nose and those paws of yours. You’ll be taken care of, and I’ll let your friends bring you news when they’re offshift.” He looked up at the rest of the group. “OK. Enough chitchat. He’s ready to move. You and you—get into the harnesses. The rest of you help them in. Miki, you accompany Jeskal to the infirmary. I’ll write up the accident report.”

The lemmings helped the bearers Tyrrell had selected into the harnesses that would allow them to carry the stretcher while walking on all four legs through the low tunnels. Jeskal groaned softly as he was jostled around, then turned his head to address Tyrrell when they were ready to leave.

“I’m really sorry, sir,” he said. “Thanks for not getting mad.”

“Just stop apologizing and get well,” Tyrrell replied. “I want you out of that infirmary and back to work in three weeks. You tell your nurse friend I said that. The rest of you, back to work. And let this be a lesson to all of you!”
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The trip to the infirmary was a long and painful one for Jeskal. Like most of Titanibore’s facilities, the infirmary was located in a disused portion of tunnels, and to ensure a healthy supply of fresh air, it was located nearest to the surface. Families of the Large Bore species, who lived in company-owned apartments on the surface, enjoyed the easy access to injured loved ones. Only the lemmings lived deep in the mines full-time, so for them a stay at the infirmary was an experience in isolation. The long trip up the winding tunnels to the infirmary was for them a test of endurance as well. Jeskal did his best to grit his teeth and not cause his bearers concern by crying out.

The door to the infirmary was held open by Saronia, a lemming, but a lemming who was quite different from Jeskal and his bearers. She was of the race more commonly seen working on the surface of New Tibet, when seen at all. Her kind were slightly shorter than foxes, fully upright in posture and somewhat more humanoid in appearance. She was quite intelligent, having survived inter-species medical school, and she was deft enough in paw to assist with delicate surgeries. Jeskal, on the other hand, was shorter, less than half her height, and his fur was longer and thicker, giving him the appearance of a fuzzy egg with feet. Like all of his race, he was more adept traveling on all four feet than two, yet had enough dexterity in his paws to operate tools and machinery. By all measures his race was the more primitive race.

Despite all of that, Saronia was quite obviously in love with her frequent patient, and he with her.

“Tyrrell called up to let us know you were coming,” she said as she held the door open for them. “Sounds like you’ve really done it this time, Jeskal. I know I said I wanted to see you again, but not under these conditions!”

Jeskal smiled weakly. “I’d hoped to have coffee with you on your break,” he said. “Guess this is better than nothing.”

“Let’s have a look at your leg before we say things like that,” she replied while probing gently at his leg. “You’ve been pretty lucky so far. You always heal enough to go back to work, but this could be the end of that. We’re going to need a surgeon if you want any hope of walking normally again, and sadly there aren’t any on duty tonight. I put a call in as soon as I heard about your accident, so hopefully one will be here soon.”

She gave him a couple tablets and some water, which he swallowed dutifully. “These pain killers will help a little,” she said, “but I don’t want to give you anything stronger without the surgeon’s permission.”

Jeskal smiled and said, “You’re the best pain killer, Saronia. I’m glad to see you tonight.”

“I would have come even if I weren’t on duty,” she replied. “You know that.”

With the help of another nurse she moved Jeskal from the stretcher to a gurney and made him as comfortable as possible. “I hope things aren’t too torn up inside there, Jeskal dear,” she said, nuzzling gently. “The surgeon is talented, but he can’t perform miracles.”

Jeskal returned her nuzzle and replied, “Don’t worry about me, Saronia. I’ll work with a wooden leg if I have to. There’s plenty I can do. Good thing it was a hind leg and not a foreleg.”

Saronia chuckled. “Your devotion to Titanibore is admirable, if puzzling. If I had to live and work like you I’d be miserable.” She stopped herself suddenly and looked around to see if Miki had heard that. He and the other lemmings had apparently left, so she breathed a sigh of relief.

Jeskal reached out and placed his paw over hers, his stubby little fingers brushing the short fur on the back of her almost raccoon-like hands. “It’s not so bad. We have plenty of mushrooms to eat, nice homes, time for friends and music offshift… Sure, work is hard, but not too hard. If I didn’t work, I’d be bored.”

“But what about your freedom?” Saronia asked. “You’re one of the few Lemmings who’s even seen the sun, and that was because I took you to the surface myself.”

“Yes, I saw the sun. It was very very bright. And there was all that blinding snow… Really, what’s so special about it?”

“But that’s just here, where the sun does little more than reflect off the snow,” Saronia replied. “On other planets it’s different. Back on Earth the sun is warm and friendly. I remember sunsets some nights where the sky was transformed from the blue of daytime into all sorts of beautiful colors and then deep into the indigo of night. And the sun could make things grow there. Lush forests and fields of green that exploded into rainbows of color when the flowers bloomed. And the vegetables. Fresh vegetables of all sorts of shapes and colors and smells and tastes that changed through the seasons.”

She closed her eyes and sighed wistfully, “What I wouldn’t give for a fall afternoon and a fresh salad right now…”

“You’ve talked before about trees and flowers and food, but never rainbows. What are they?” Jeskal asked.

Saronia smiled, her eyes still closed. “When it rains—when it’s warm enough for the snow to melt in the sky and turn into little drops of water as it falls—the light passing through each drop breaks into all the different colors. It’s very precise and forms a great arc in the sky made of bands of each of the colors. Sometimes there’s two rainbows, one inside the other, but that’s rare.”

Jeskal smiled too, half closing his eyes while trying to imagine it.

“Sounds very pretty,” he said. “But we see pretty things in the tunnels too. Mica and pyrite sparkle, especially when our hammers send up dust into the air. Sometimes the mountain reveals to us beautiful rooms. Smooth rocks that glow from our lights. Pools rimmed with crystals.”

“I didn’t mean to imply that you don’t have beautiful places underground,” Saronia replied. “It’s just … well, it’s just that there’s so much of this galaxy that you don’t even know about. There are wide open spaces that you can’t imagine. You have to see them to experience them. There’s the ability to move and to see things without having to dig to get to them—and without having to ask permission from your foreman to do so. There’s little towns and great cities full of people who are free and happy—much more happy than here on New Tibet.”

Jeskal tilted his head. “But we are happy. We have…”

“I know, I know,” Saronia interjected. “You have your music and your love and your kits and you’re satisfied with that. But you could have so much more if you weren’t enslaved down there in the mines.”

“Oh, we’re not slaves,” Jeskal replied. “We could leave if we wanted to. But there’s no work for us on the surface. We can’t afford to fly away, so where could we go? We stay by choice.”

Saronia shook her head. “I’d hardly call it choice when you have only one option.”

“But what can we do?” Jeskal asked. “I didn’t know I was missing anything until you told me about Earth. Those things are just ideas to me. Not real.”

Saronia decided it wasn’t worth arguing any further. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll stop pestering you about my home and your lives. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t say sorry, love. I enjoy hearing your talk of Earth. You look very happy when you do. How many years until you go back?”

“Oh, I don’t know for sure any more,” Saronia replied with some bitterness. “It was supposed to be only five years, but this is my fifth year here and I can’t see how I’d have enough money to fly out for three more years at least. And that’s New Tibet years, not Earth years, which are shorter. I should have stayed home.”

Jeskal smiled tenderly. “I am happy you came and I got to meet you. But why do you say you should have stayed home?”

“I had many large debts after medical school, so I signed up for a program that places people in remote locations where they have a hard time attracting medical staff. In exchange for subsidized wages you agree to stay for a set amount of time in the community. On Earth most places have you work for eight to ten years. They have a harder time attracting people to work on other planets, so the time limit for them is shorter. New Tibet was the shortest, at five years. I should have asked myself why that was the case before deciding to come, but the idea of finishing so much sooner was very attractive.”

“Why can’t you leave like you planned?” Jeskal asked.

Saronia growled deep in her throat. “Because what you do after you finish your residency is up to you, and the bastards didn’t tell me just how friggin’ expensive it would be to leave this planet! I’ve been saving everything I can, and I’m making progress, but I just can’t save fast enough to fly when I’m free. And that’s even despite the fact that I don’t have to pay for housing as long as I continue to work for Titanibore. If they made me start paying rent when my residency officially ended I’d never be able to leave this frozen prison.”

Jeskal guided her paw up to his face so that he could nuzzle it softly. “I’m happy you can stay longer. Until I go.”

“You? Go where?” she asked, but then stopped herself abruptly. He was talking about his own life, she realized. The smaller race of lemmings had much shorter lifespans than the larger race, and Jeskal could only expect to live a year or so longer, even if he avoided accidents. It was something she’d always known but tried to avoid thinking about. A tear welled in her eye and she turned away.

“Don’t cry, Saronia,” Jeskal said with tenderness. “I know my time is shorter than yours. But there is nothing we can do, so we shouldn’t get upset. I will die someday. But I will die happy and loving you. I don’t want anything to hurt that.”

Saronia turned back and kissed Jeskal on the nose, her eyes still glistening with tears. “And I will love and cherish all the wonderful times we’ve had together, dear,” she said. “But it is still very hard to know that I will lose you and that there’s nothing I can do to stop that from happening.”

“Then please enjoy our time now,” Jeskal replied. “Make many happy memories for when I am gone.”

Saronia grew too choked up to reply, so she held Jeskal’s paw and nuzzled his cheek until the surgeon came and began to prepare him for surgery.
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Four weeks later, word was sent to the Small Bore division of Gray Sector that Jeskal was healed enough to return to the colony and possibly to work. He had a pin in his femur to hold the two main halves in proper alignment and several small plates on the surface to keep smaller fragments in place while the bone knit itself back together. Progress had been good, despite his age, and he was already walking around, if a little gingerly. Miki showed up at the infirmary with a couple other lemmings and a stretcher, but Jeskal refused assistance and insisted on walking all the way back into the mine. Because Jeskal had refused the stretcher, Miki was tempted to drive him along, but he restrained that urge and allowed Jeskal to take his own pace and to rest when he needed it.

On the way, Jeskal chatted with Kunee and Jatu, the other lemmings, about the goings on in the colony and in the mines, but whenever he asked them about the tunnel he had last been working on, the were slyly evasive. Each of his probings resulted in suspicious glances between the two, along with suppressed titters of anticipation, and it vexed him that he couldn’t tell whether they were withholding good information or bad. Ultimately he gave up and continued the rest of the journey in stubborn silence.

As they approached the section of tunnel where the accident had taken place, Jeskal noted that there were sounds of much more activity than before. When they rounded the final corner, he saw why: several new drills had been brought in to work at a large section of wall that was being cleared away. The air was filled with the smell of titanium dust of a strength that he had never smelled before. Quite clearly his nose had been right four weeks ago and he had been feet or even inches away from a great discovery.

He had less than a second to take in all the activity before a cry went up in the chamber and all the lemmings immediately stopped working and turned around to look at the newly arrived group. In the sudden silence Jatu held up his paw and announced, “Jeskal is back! His leg is healed. Show him the vein his nose smelled before any of ours. A vein purer than we’ve seen before. Shall we honor his nose? Shall we name this Jeskal’s Vein?”

A great cheer rose from the workers, and with that, the name was given. Jeskal’s muzzle opened in a broad smile, and he worked his way around the cavern, gratefully accepting the congratulations of the others while also inspecting the work that had been done in his absence. It was really quite remarkable for the lemmings to have moved as much rock in four weeks as they did, but then, they had never had a discovery quite so exciting within the lifespan of the workers. The ceiling sloped up to twice the typical height and broadened out on either side to expose a wall of almost pure titanium ore. Jeskal ran his paw over the surface and felt the coolness under his pawpads.

Because Jeskal was not yet sturdy enough to return to the drills, he assisted with the supervision and planning at a portable desk set up off to the side. The other lemmings even erected something of a throne for him to sit on and from which he could observe the activity. In his good nature he set aside his urge to return to physical work and played up his new role as an almost mythic figure.

Meanwhile, Tyrrell and Miki talked quietly between themselves while comparing charts and data readouts, trying to get a better idea of the scope of the vein of titanium.

“Here, look at this,” Miki said, pointing to a particular set of squiggles on a chart that excited him. “This is a sounding from the end of Tunnel Six about half a year ago, just before we abandoned it. It clearly shows the vein if you know to look for it, but we just couldn’t believe that something that large existed over here. We thought it was an anomaly and didn’t pursue it. But what an anomaly! See … this sounding from The Bend on the other side clearly corroborates it.”

Tyrrell looked over the charts and quickly nodded his head. “So we missed it then. No major loss. We’ve got it now. The question is, how long will we have it? We know it’s several meters high at the highest on this end, but the data just fades away into deep rock. It seems to go on forever. What we know of could keep our crew busy for a year at least, and depending on how long this is, we could be set for life. Generally, when they’re this big around, they go a long way.”

“But once word gets out, management will have the Large Borers digging down here in no time. They’ll take over and move us out, won’t they?”

Tyrrell nodded. “Yes, they would … if word got out. I think we can prevent that.”

“How?” Miki asked. “There’s dozens of workers here who know the scope of this thing, and word’s already traveled to the colony.”

“That’s just it. Only you and I and the lemmings know. We certainly wouldn’t tell, and they’re too dim to be able to make anything of it. We’ll have to be careful to limit interactions between them and outsiders, but that shouldn’t be too hard. Just manage shipments and deliveries a little closer.”

Tyrrell scratched his chin a bit more in thought, then continued. “All the lemmings here are three years old or less, and the Vena Cava incident was at least four years ago. They haven’t seen what happens when we find a really big vein. They know it’s special, but they don’t see it as a cause for concern—like we do.”

“That was before I started working here too,” Miki said. “I didn’t realize Small Borers found the Vena Cava.”

“Oh yes,” Said Tyrrell. “That was in Bragg’s territory. Nice big vein. Mostly copper. Not nearly as big as this, but still big enough for Lockjaw to send in the Large Borers. They cleaned out in a month what it would have taken Bragg’s crew a couple years to process, at least. Instead he had to pack up his entire colony and move them over to the opposite side of their sector.”

“So how do we keep Lockjaw from finding out about this one? He can’t fit back here, but he can certainly read our maps and reports.”

“Well then we’ll just have to make sure our maps and reports don’t give any indication of what’s really going on down here. We’re really deep right now. No other sector is working near us, so we can just pretend we’re boring deeper and deeper into the heart of the mountain.”

“But what about the ore? Won’t they notice an endless stream of stuff this good going out our way?”

“We’ll have to keep mining other areas, definitely. By mixing the ores we can vary the purity so that it doesn’t look like one continual source.”

“Of course, if Lockjaw ever found out, he’d bite our heads off.”

Tyrrell straightened up and gazed over the wall of ore, busy with workers. “True,” he said, “so we’ll just have to not let that happen. If we keep things under control and if this vein is as big as I’m thinking she is, we could be easily looking at our retirement plan right here. Under careful management, we could suck the marrow from this big bone for a long time. Hmmm… If there were some way we could sneak out a shipment or two of unmixed stuff without Lockjaw finding out, we could pocket quite a hefty profit. Maybe even save up enough money over time for something special.”

Miki perked his ears. “Do you really think so? Where would you go if you could fly from this frozen rock?”

Tyrrell paused, surprised at the question, and then surprised that he was surprised by the question. “I don’t know,” he said. “The question honestly didn’t come to mind. Don’t know why not though. Hmmm… I’m going to have to think about that.”
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Several weeks later Jeskal stood at the entrance to the Titanibore mine for the second time in his life. Unlike the previous time, he was not blinded by the sun. This time it was a harsh, biting wind that threw icy shards of snow at his eyes, causing him to squint at the outside world. He stood wrapped in a warm blanket next to Saronia, trying not to shiver.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to carry you?” Saronia asked. “It’s a long walk through the snow and straight into the wind.”

“I’m sure,” Jeskal answered with conviction. “I’m strong enough to work the hammers again, so I’m strong enough to walk.

“But you’re not used to such cold, love. We’d be there much quicker if I carried you.”

“You do too much for me already,” he said, reaching up to take her paw in his. “Come on. Less talk; more walk.”

Saronia smiled and led Jeskal through the snow towards her apartment, which was in a complex of buildings half buried in snow drifts on the opposite side of a busy rail yard teeming with huge ore cars and machinery. Saronia had grown quite accustomed to dodging and weaving through the clamoring bustle, but for Jeskal the immense scale of the moving objects terrified him. He did his best to hide his fear, however, and eventually they made it to the door of Saronia’s building.

The complex was all painted a depressing shade of gray, difficult to distinguish from the dingy snow that piled up against it, except for the windows. The inside was hardly any cheerier, with dank smells rising from the carpet and nothing but cinderblock for walls. Saronia helped Jeskal up the stairs from the first floor, where the large species such as wolves and bears lived, to the upper floor that was scaled down for the smaller species that generally worked clerical positions at Titanibore.

Jeskal was quite happy to take in the new setting despite the dreary appearance because everything was on such a grand scale for him. Sure, he had been in larger rooms that were part of the underground operations in the mine, but the idea of having a personal space that was so large was a new concept to him.

His reaction to Saronia’s apartment was one of continued surprise and delight. The sparseness of her furnishings only made her rooms seem larger to him. She had a separate kitchen off of her living/dining room, a bathroom, and a bedroom. Altogether, her apartment was considerably more elaborate than the single room Jeskal had to himself, with a communal bath down the hall and separate dining hall where all lemmings ate offshift. Saronia had also brought with her many pictures from Earth, vibrant with colors of spring and fall. They were slightly crumpled because their frames had been too costly to ship when she moved to New Tibet, but because she rarely opened her windows to the sun they were nearly as bright as when she had first put them up. She placed Jeskal on her shoulder and walked around the room so that he could admire them all at her level; she wanted him to have a good view of all the things that she had tried to describe to him before, but for which her words had seemed inadequate.

Saronia worked the tour around to the kitchen, where she put Jeskal down so that she could tend to her dinner preparations. Jeskal took off the blanket he had been wearing and basked in the warmth of the stove, in which Saronia had left something slow-cooking all day.

“That really smells wonderful,” he said, taking in a noseful of the rich aroma.

“Oh, I hope you like it!” Saronia replied. “It’s a mushroom casserole, but not just the mushrooms they grow for you down in the colony. This has morels and chanterelles—mushrooms from Earth that I just adore.”

“Not too expensive, I hope!” Jeskal exclaimed. “That’s a long way to get food just for me.”

Saronia laughed and picked Jeskal up so that she could rub noses with him. “Oh nonsense, love,” she said. “Nothing is too good for you. And anyway, they were dried, so they weighed hardly nothing and weren’t that expensive to ship. I wish I could have gotten fresh, but dried is nearly as good. I’m letting it cook nice and slow, so we have plenty of time to do other things.”

“Other things sound wonderful,” Jeskal said with a sly wink as Saronia carried him to her bedroom.

The bedroom was also rather plain, with the bed only a mattress on the floor and Saronia’s clothes hanging from a bar mounted to the wall. There were a couple more pictures that she showed him, and then with great gentleness she placed him on her bed, then lay down beside him and nuzzled his muzzle with her nose.

“What is your preference tonight?” she asked.

“Hmmm…” Jeskal replied in thought. “My preference I know. But I got to decide last time.”

“Oh?” she said. “Are you sure you remember correctly?”

“I’m sure,” he replied. “You … oooooh…”

His concentration had been broken by the feeling of her tongue licking the fur down his belly, working all the way to his toes.

She smiled playfully and was about to make another lick when she paused. A puzzled look grew on her face, and she licked her whiskers, then Jeskal’s fur again.

“The dust in your fur is … interesting,” she said after a few moments. “I’ve tasted titanium on you before, but never this strong. What have you been doing? Burrowing straight into pure titanium?”

Jeskal smiled and reached up to stroke her under the chin, saying, “No, but we are working a really big ore vein. Very pure too. It’s very exciting.”

“I’d say. Just how big is it?”

“We’ve cleared a big space. Even you could stand up in it. Tyrrell says it could be several meters high. Could be very very long. At least, that’s what he tells Miki when he thinks we aren’t paying attention.”

“Oh? And what does he tell you when he thinks you are?”

“Just that it’s big, but we don’t know how big. Which is true. Instruments can’t sound deep enough to see where the vein ends. Can only say how big it is at our end.”

“Wow! I don’t know a lot about mining, but that sounds really big even to me. If it’s filled with such pure ore, it’s probably quite valuable too. How long have you been working on it?”

“Were nearly there when I broke my leg. Been working it ever since. Heard we might get to use it as a great hall for dances and feasts when we’re done.”

“If it’s that big, why doesn’t a Large Bore division move in? They’d be able to mine it much more quickly.”

“That’s Tyrrell’s work. Wants to hide the vein from Lockjaw so only we work it. That way we have steady work. If Large Borers move in, we have to move out. Build a new colony. Move the mushrooms and the kits. But if we work the vein, we don’t have to move for many generations.”

“I guess moving would be bad,” Saronia said, but then paused a moment in thought. “But then, if the Large Borers came in to work the vein they’d be able to put out a lot more volume. Just once I’d like to see Titanibore do well enough in a quarter for the company bonuses to kick in. Why, just one bonus would knock off a good chunk of the money I need for my ticket home. Two quarters with bonuses and I’d be nearly there.”

“But if Large Bore moves in, we have to move out.”

Saronia sighed sadly and gave Jeskal a lick on the muzzle. “I know. That’s what makes it so difficult. If you turned production over to the Large Borers I could fly out of here so much sooner. But at the same time your lives would get turned completely upside-down.”

“Not only that,” Jeskal added. “Tyrrell worries Lockjaw would be furious if he found out. Might punish us all. Send us to work in a bad sector.”

“Would he really do that, even if he knew you weren’t responsible for the decision and even were coerced into participating?”

“Coerced?”

“Well, not forced, but kind of tricked into it.”

“I don’t know. Never met Lockjaw myself. He might be easy on us. Only punish the foremen. But who would tell him, and why should he believe? Either way, he’d want to punish the ermine, so we’d still have to move.”

“I suppose, but still … grrrr … I would really love one of those bonuses. Raymond and I…” she paused.

Jeskal looked up. “Who’s Raymond?” he asked. “The Lemming in the pictures you didn’t talk about much?”

Saronia sighed and nodded. “Yes. I’d been meaning to tell you but … well, it’s just a hard topic to bring up. Raymond is one of my kind who I knew quite well before moving out here. See this diamond stud in my left ear? It symbolizes the promise I made to return to him when I’m done here and have paid off my debts. He wears one too, to symbolize his promise to wait for me to return. I didn’t know how you’d take it.”

“Take it? I think it’s wonderful. You should have told me sooner, so I’d understand why you’re sad sometimes.” He nuzzled her cheek, and added, “We both know our relationship is temporary.”

“Do we? I guess I’d always thought of it that way, but we never talked about it.”

“Wasn’t necessary to talk about. I’m a small lemming. Almost four years old, which is when most of us die. A few lucky ones see five, but that’s very rare. Rarer still for those working with machines in the dust. Your kind live longer than we do. Ten years, no?”

“Thirty isn’t uncommon, actually.”

“Really? Ok, thirty years. You’re young. Have many years ahead of you. I’m happy you chose to be with me while I’m here. But you will see others when I’m gone. It’s only natural.”

“I know,” Saronia replied sadly. “But what about the fact that I’m already betrothed to someone else? That technically I’m cheating?”

“I can’t say, really. We mate communally. Not big groups, but when the time comes each year, breeding females choose mates, often more than one. Go off to enjoy making more kits. We don’t think of cheating and sex together.”

“So you choosing to be with me…”

Jeskal shrugged. “Between mating seasons there is more sex. Not to make kits, but to enjoy. Release sexual energy. Bring excitement to our lives. I chose to be with you. Unusual, yes. But we aren’t trying to make kits, so it’s not so bad.”

“Still, I feel guilty about cheating on Raymond.”

Jeskal nuzzled under her chin. “He won’t ever hear from me. I don’t know how to contact him. Anyway, we’ve just played around. Haven’t done it because I’m too small.”

Saronia smiled and reached down to scritch his ears. “You are small, but that makes you good at other things. What you can do with that muzzle … mmmmm.”

Jeskal smirked, then sprawled out comfortably on Saronia’s belly. “You never lost interest in Raymond, did you? Never thought of me as replacement?”

“No, I never thought of you in quite the same way I think of Raymond—so I think I can see what you’re getting at. You and I have our relationship, but it has a definite end, sad as that will be. And as much as I love you and love being with you, you can’t replace what I have with Raymond. Had. I hope I still have it when I return.”

“And you love him? Enough to do things to see him sooner? Even telling Lockjaw about our vein?”

“Yes … but, no. Not under these circumstances. If I saw a way to help Titanibore make enough to give us all bonuses without hurting you, I’d do that in an instant. But to ask all of you to move the colony so the Large Borers could take over…” She trailed off into thought, then continued. “I mean, it would be inconvenient, but it is something your kind must have done often in the past. You’ve just been lucky that it hasn’t fallen on you during your lifetime. So when you think about it, it’s not asking all that much. And it would benefit the rest of the company. Lots of people would be very happy to see those bonuses.”

Jeskal shook his head. “I’ve heard of past migrations. Not happy memories for us. Much work. Much pain to endure. Life is uncomfortable for a long time until homes are rebuilt. And that work is done only when we’re not mining.”

“But it is a part of life—even if it’s not yet been part of yours.”

“I guess.”

Saronia squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. “But no. I’m getting selfish. Even if I could convince Lockjaw not to be harsh on you, I couldn’t ask all of you to endure a move, no matter how I try to justify it. I could ask you, dear, but not the entire colony.”

“But you have asked me one question I haven’t answered yet.”

Saronia was puzzled. “Oh? And what was that?”

“You asked my preference tonight.”

“Oh!” Saronia laughed. “That. Well, have you decided?”

“I knew all along, though I still say it’s your turn. But if you insist…”

“I do. You’re the guest.”

“Well, then…”

And with that, he slid slowly backwards down Saronia’s belly until he was sitting between her legs. She saw him give a sly wink, and then watched his head disappear from sight. She relaxed, laying her head back on the pillow, and soon began to moan in great pleasure.
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Sometime later Tyrrell was down in Jeskal’s Vein, shuffling through papers at his portable desk with a frown on his face.

“Miki, could you come here a minute?” he called.

“Sure, what’s up?” Miki replied.

“Did you send off the latest batch of reports and maps you’d been working on?”

“Yes. Shouldn’t I have?”

“Damn,” Tyrrell muttered under his breath. He looked up at Miki, who had a concerned look on his face. “No, you did what you were supposed to,” he told him. “I just wish I’d known some other information early enough to stop you. Here…”

Tyrrell rolled out a couple maps and laid them side by side. “See this section of tunnels we claimed to be putting in over here?” he asked. “Well, it turns out that Bragg’s got his Small Bore division following a vein heading parallel to that area. It’s a really remote section for him, but if he were able to connect into our transport system he could cut down his delivery time considerably—possibly by an hour per load, or half his current delivery time. So, he wants to dig a connecting tunnel over to where we we’re supposed to be working.

He shook his head and continued. “He caught me at lunch and told me about his plans. Even had a spare map printed up showing his tunnels and the ones we’d included in our previous reports. In that map they were far enough apart that I could have shaken him off by arguing that it was too far apart to be worth the extra effort. But not with our new maps. There’s no way I could convince him—or Lockjaw—that we shouldn’t make the connection without looking really suspicious. I told Bragg that I wanted some time to look at our newer maps and see how feasible it might be so I could buy time to think.”

“Do you have any ideas?” Miki asked. “You’ve said you’ll likely have to bring Bragg in on our scheme at some point anyway.”

“True. But I wanted to avoid it if I could. As much as I like the guy, I hate to have to split our profits with someone else—and he’s shrewd enough to know that his silence is worth a lot to us.”

“But what options do you have? The rock down there is stable enough for what he wants. We can’t fake a cave-in or anything.”

“I don’t know. My first hope had been that I’d be able to catch you before you turned in the maps and reports so we could change them, but that’s no longer an option.”

They both lapsed into a thoughtful silence while staring emptily down at the maps, at which point Jeskal stepped forward and gave a little cough.

Both ermine looked up, startled.

“I’m sorry, Jeskal,” Tyrrell said. “Have you been standing there long?”

“No, not too long,” Jeskal replied. “Didn’t want to interrupt. You seemed to be talking of important things.”

“We’ve got a little problem that needs to be resolved, but it’s just management stuff. Nothing to worry about. Did you have something to report?”

“Oh, yes. Well, you’ve been having us mix the ore before deliveries. This vein with the others. I don’t understand why, ‘cause this ore is so much better. But you say to do it, so we do. Today I went with one shipment down to the transfer station. Saw the workers there looking over our ore. Heard them say it’d be worth more if we kept the ores separate. Said our bosses didn’t know what they were doing.”

Tyrrell growled and slammed his fist on the desk. “Oh I wish I knew who said that! I bet it was a wolf. They’d be the ones to say something like that. Was it a wolf?”

“Um, yes, sir.” Jeskal replied.

Miki tried softening Tyrrell’s anger, suggesting, “At least he only thought that we were incompetent, not up to…” He trailed off, realizing that Jeskal was still present.

“Not up to testing more advanced mining economic models than he’d ever be able to understand?” Tyrrell quickly replied. “Well, he’s of no concern to us. Jeskal, I appreciate your concern, but really, we have things under control here. You may not understand our system, and neither may this ignorant wolf, but believe me, we’re tweaking our operations to generate the greatest long-term outcome. You may go back to your work.”

Jeskal nodded and walked off to the adjoining equipment storage area where he began disassembling his pneumatic hammer for cleaning before his next shift.

“Nice save,” Miki said appreciatively, once Jeskal was out of earshot.

“Thanks, but that wolf still has me worried.”

“Why? It sounds as if he has no clue about our deception.”

“No, but that’s not what worries me. I thought we were mixing the ores well enough, but if someone as dim as him can tell the difference, then others with sharper brains are sure to as well and will start to ask questions. We can’t continue to mix down our good ore the way we’ve been doing it. But we can’t ship out the good stuff straight either. That would attract too much attention. Lockjaw would want even more detail about our operations if he saw that stuff.”

“As if we didn’t have enough to worry about already…”

“Indeed.”

“Wait a second,” Miki said suddenly and began digging through the papers on the desk.“Yes! I thought so,” he exclaimed. “See here? The area where we claim to be creating new tunnels—the very same place Bragg wants to bore through to link with us—it’s part of the same formation that Jeskal’s Vein is in. Much more similar to the titanium ore than what we’ve been mixing in lately. That stuff is from another formation completely.”

Tyrrell’s initial puzzled frown of skepticism rapidly shifted to a broad smile of appreciation. “Yes!” he exclaimed. “That’s it. Brilliant! We tunnel out to Bragg to give him the connection he wants, and in the process we generate the rock we need to disguise our titanium.”

“But it does mean we’ll have to let Bragg in on our scheme eventually, doesn’t it? I mean, his workers will be going right past Jeskal’s Vein, and that’s hard not to notice.”

“Yes, but he doesn’t have to know right away. It’ll take a month or so before we make the connection, so we can keep him in the dark, and out of our profits, until then. Of course, once he starts sending his workers through our area we’ll have to fess up, but I’m sure that cutting him in will soften any hard feelings he might have.”

Tyrrell continued with a hint of a sly smile. “And here’s another thought. Bragg has connections in the distribution network. With his help, we could ship out the good ore unmixed, but have it recorded as inferior quality on the books. We’d have to split the profits among some of the shipping crew in addition to Bragg, but the profits would be so much bigger! This could actually turn out to be a really good thing.”

He slapped Miki on the back. “That’s a sharp head on your shoulders, Miki Kailakuniak. I’m glad you sent off those maps after all.”

Miki smiled and said, “Does this mean I should start contacting travel agencies? Perhaps look into nice warm tropical locations?”

Tyrrell smiled broadly and replied, “Definitely, my boy. Definitely … but discreetly, of course.”
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“So, tell me about the Lemmings back on Earth,” Jeskal inquired. He was sitting across from Saronia at a low table in the Titanibore underground cafeteria, sipping coffee from a mug that took him two paws to hold. Saronia had a mug of coffee as well, but she tended to use it more for warming her paws than for drinking. She had been surprised when Jeskal had suggested such a public space for their latest date, and she had been even more surprised when he told her that someone else was to join them. So, despite Jeskal’s offhanded manner, she was quite curious about the devious spark in his eyes.”

“Is there anything in particular that you’d like to know, or are you just making conversation?” she asked.

“Oh, I’m generally curious,” he replied. “But also making conversation.”

“Making conversation until the other mysterious guest arrives.”

“Yep.”

“But you’re not going to tell me who that is.”

“Nope.”

Saronia sighed, but smiled kindly. “Ok. Fine. I’ll play along with your little game, whatever it is. Back on Earth all the Lemmings I knew were of my kind. I have heard of your kind living there too, but never saw any. It’s kind of the opposite of here—I only see Lemmings of your kind, coming to the infirmary. I think there might be some of my kind elsewhere on the surface, but I’ve never seen them. I don’t get away from the compound very often.”

“So there are more of my kind back on Earth? Tell me more.”

“Well, I’ve never actually seen one, but I’ve heard of them on occasion. Apparently they tend to keep to themselves up in the tundra regions. There’s not a lot of tundra—just some small patches on the northern continents and a lot of little islands out in the cold Arctic Sea.”

“Are they miners too?”

“Not that I know of. I think they’re mostly farmers, tending plants during the short summer. They even hibernate during the winter when the Arctic freezes up. They say our ancestors hibernated too, way back before the Humans changed us.”

Jeskal tilted his head. “Humans? What are they? Why did they change you?”

Saronia paused in surprise. “What? Don’t your histories mention the Humans?”

“No,” Jeskal answered. “Some of our songs describe long ago times, but not Humans. Mostly we sing about the mines.”

“Don’t the ermine tell you of your earlier history?”

“No. They talk to us about the mine only. Nothing outside.”

Saronia shook her head. “How sad. I bet they do that on purpose to control you even more.”

“Then let’s not talk of sad things. Tell me more about Humans.”

“Well, it’s said that long, long ago all the species alive today lived only on Earth and were very different from what they are now. They all walked on four legs like you do but they didn’t use tools and didn’t talk. Humans were the only intelligent beings. Somehow they developed the power to change living things from what they were. For some reason they liked to take the other species and try to make them more like themselves, with varying levels of success.”

“So what did they look like?”

“Nobody knows. No one’s actually seen one. So, naturally, each species thinks that Humans looked most like them—those that believe in Humans, anyway. The bears will tell you that Humans were very large and muscular, with thick, bristly fur like theirs. Foxes say they were smaller, more refined and had softer fur. We think they were more like us, better proportioned with shorter muzzles and less ungainly limbs. You occasionally hear rumors of a Human being seen in some remote part of the galaxy, but it usually turn out to be a hoax—perpetrated by some group trying to gain support for their own beliefs. The more enlightened religious scholars of all species agree that it’s impossible to know what they looked like, and it’s only the conservative believers who continue to insist on their own version.”

“But if nobody’s seen them, how do you know they existed at all?”

“We don’t. Scientists have found some interesting artifacts, but they’re not enough proof. Officially, Humans are a myth, but that doesn’t keep most people from believing in them.”

Jeskal tilted his head quizzically and said, “So, it’s possible Humans could have even been like my kind?”

Saronia smiled and reached over to pat Jeskal’s head. “Sorry hon, but it’s pretty well agreed that your kind was one of the Humans’ early attempts that didn’t go as far. You’re more like the wild animals that still roam on Earth—smaller, less dexterous…”

“Oh, go ahead and say it—we’re less intelligent too.”

“Well, yes … but not by much! And anyway, the Humans must have had vastly superior intellects than any of us to be able to change us in such ways.”

Jeskal harrumphed and crossed his short arms, but still with a smile on his muzzle. “We’ll see about that.”

“You have to admit your kind hasn’t shown much initiative to develop advanced civilizations or anything.”

“Yes. So? We are happy without civilization. Are my kind on Earth happy without civilization?”

“I guess so. They seem content enough with their vegetables and their communities up on the tundra. They don’t seem to feel the need to venture down to the towns or cities in warmer climates.”

“If they’re happy, why is it bad not to have civilizations?”

“I guess I find their situation more acceptable because they’re free. They make their own decisions to not form cities or develop technology. Some small groups of other species on Earth also live simply, believing that a simpler life is a better one. If it’s their choice.”

“So you say we don’t have a choice.”

“Not much of one, anyway. I see you as being oppressed because you’re so easily controlled by the ermine. In fact, I’ve learned that your kind was brought here long ago in part because you would be easy to control—not just because you were small and good at digging.”

“Intelligence and power can appear many ways. Don’t have to be used all the time.”

“How do you mean?”

“Look at us. You know medicine. Much more than us. But we know more about rock. What’s good and solid and what will fall on your head. You can feel problems under the skin. But we can hear buried ore when our hammers hit rock.”

“Ok, but if you have such intelligence, why don’t you work to free yourselves?”

“We’ve talked about this before. You think we should organize. Leverage our power as a group. But for what? Better working conditions? We’re already quite happy with things now. We can’t strike, because where would we go? We’d freeze on the surface. No other mine would want us if they knew we caused trouble. There’s no work for us on the surface either. Certainly no way we can afford to fly away. Not in a million years.”

“You’re saying that you have power, but choose not to use it?”

“You could say that. Not many know as much as I do, though. Why bother them with it?”

Saronia reached out and took one of Jeskal’s paws. “There’s part of me that can’t believe there’s no way to make your lives better. Freer. But I can’t argue with you either. As much as I’d love to see you free back on Earth, or even in less confining conditions here on New Tibet, I can’t think of any options either.”

Jeskal smiled and held her paw in both of his. “I love that you care so much for us. But I wish I could help you see our happiness more. The freedoms we have in the colony. Maybe you wouldn’t be so sad.” He paused a moment in thought, then continued, “But maybe you’re sad because you don’t feel free either. You want to leave but can’t.”

Saronia was somewhat taken aback. “I guess you’re right, to some extent,” she replied. “I know what chains hold me down here on New Tibet. I can’t do anything about them except keep working, so instead I try to find weaknesses in the chains that bind you.”

Jeskal smiled and leaned over to kiss her nose. “You worry too much. Everyone is chained by circumstance. Ermine are chained by Lockjaw’s rules. Lockjaw is chained by duty to the company. Everyone’s chained to New Tibet by the cost of flights. Some chains are tighter than others. So you should try to be like us. Find where the chains give. Enjoy your freedom there.”

Jeskal glanced off to the side, and his sly grin returned.

“Oh good!” he exclaimed. “Here comes a weakness in one of your chains.”

“What?” Saronia exclaimed in surprise. “Tyrrell? What does he…”

“Shhhhh,” Jeskal said. “Just wait and see.”

Jeskal waved Tyrrell over to the third chair at the table.

“Would you like anything to drink, sir?” he asked.

“No, thank you.” Tyrrell replied curtly. His face and manner expressed a complex mix of emotions: curiosity, wariness, and a good dose of impatience.

Jeskal started off with introductions. “Saronia, meet my boss, Mr. Tyrrell Terriganiak. Mr. Terriganiak, this is Saronia. She’s the one who‘s healed me many times. Body and mind.” He looked at both of them and smiled. “I can see you’re both dying to know why you’re here.”

Tyrrell made an obvious point to look at the clock on the wall and said, “Very much so. I hope that this is important enough for me to be spending my time here.”

“I have no idea what you’re up to,” Saronia said.

“I assure you this is worth your time, sir,” Jeskal said to Tyrrell. Then, turning briefly to Saronia, he continued, “Saronia, please let me start with Mr. Terriganiak. I will get to you shortly.”

Jeskal turned back to Tyrrell and asked, “Sir, would you be surprised to hear that I know of your plans for Jeskal’s Vein?”

Tyrrell blinked in surprise, then replied, “What, that we’re going to hollow out the whole thing and let you use the empty space for a dance hall?”

“No, more than that,” Jeskal continued. “Your whispers aren’t as quiet as you think. We can still hear over the hammers. Hear that Lockjaw would be very interested in our vein. Would bring in Large Borers if he knew. Would be very angry with you for trying to trick him.”

Tyrrell appeared to remain calm, but inside his head his brain began to race, processing the new information and reconsidering the new state of affairs. He hadn’t risen to foreman for nothing. “That is a surprise to me,” he said, without emotion.

Jeskal nodded and continued. “What if I knew about your plans to profit? Sell good ore at full price, but report low numbers to Lockjaw. Keep the profit. Split it with Miki and Bragg and others. Maybe fly away from New Tibet.”

Tyrrell growled under his breath, but held his composure. This was a major escalation. “That would also be a surprise,” he said. “An unfortunate surprise.”

“Unfortunate for who?” Jeskal asked. He let the question hang in the air.

Saronia raised an eyebrow. Jeskal had not mentioned the subterfuge previously, and it greatly altered her opinion of the seriousness of the situation.

Jeskal now turned to Saronia and addressed her. “Now you, Saronia, dear. You remember the day we spent together? The day you tasted titanium in my fur?”

Saronia nodded, and Jeskal continued. “That day I told you about the vein and what I’d overheard. Told you everything I knew then. Didn’t expect you to be upset. You had some strong opinions. Feelings.”

“I did…” Saronia replied.

“You thought about bonuses. How you’d never seen one. How you might see one if the Large Borers took over. Maybe two. You would then have money to fly home early. See your fiancée. You talked of going to Lockjaw, even if it was bad for ermine. Bad for us Lemmings.”

Tyrrell shot an angry look at Saronia, who had grown quite flustered.

“Yes, that is true,” she admitted. “But … but I hadn’t done it … yet.”

Jeskal reached out and took hold of Saronia’s paw. “But you were set on it, weren’t you?” he said. “I could see it in your eyes. Not a question of whether, but when.”

Saronia sighed and looked at Jeskal with sad compassion in her eyes. “Yes. You can read me too well. I didn’t want to hurt you, but it hurt me so much more knowing what I could do if the vein were mined more quickly. I wanted to make sure you and the other Lemmings weren’t hurt as a result, and I was hesitating only as long as it took me to figure out the best way to approach the management.”

She turned to Tyrrell and added, resolutely, “I will fully admit that I had no intentions of requesting concessions for the ermine as well.”

An uncomfortable silence fell amongst the three for several moments, and Jeskal let the tension build, ever so slightly, for effect. Tyrrell sat silent, steaming and waiting. He knew that he was no longer the one in power, and he glared at Saronia until Jeskal broke the silence.

“So, we come to this table with our own interests,” he began. “What happens when we leave affects us all. I brought you here to propose a solution. Compromise. I think best for us all, and for all the Lemmings in my colony.”

Tyrrell raised an eyebrow in tempered surprise. “Go on,” he said, more as a request than a command.

Jeskal continued. “Your interests are mostly financial, sir. Make lots of money off the ore. But you also want job security. Work the vein until you retire. Or until you leave. But what you want isn’t what Saronia wants. Saronia wants money too, to leave New Tibet. But she won’t get it with your plan.”

He turned to address Saronia directly. “You don’t like his plan. Too slow. Large Borers would do it quicker. Quick enough to make bonus quotas, you think. I’ve heard Mr. Terriganiak talk of these bonuses too. He said similar things. I tend to believe him.”

Tyrrell shook his head, silently berating himself for how much he had underestimated the hearing, and especially the intelligence, of the lemmings.

Jeskal continued. “Now, Saronia, your interest is money. Two bonuses. About five thousand credits, I believe. Your interest isn’t much beyond that, no?”

“No…” she replied.

“Then if you got the money, you wouldn’t need to contact Lockjaw?”

Saronia’s ears perked up as she began to realize where Jeskal was taking the discussion. “Yes, certainly,” she replied.

And you, Mr. Terriganiak,” Jeskal continued. “You know Saronia is intent on returning to Earth. She doesn’t care how it affects you. How much is five thousand credits to you? Too much to protect your plan?”

Tyrrell frowned. “Five thousand credits is quite a bribe for silence.”

“Consider the situation,” Jeskal countered. “Are you in a position to bargain? And really, what is five thousand credits? You’re going to pay the transporters even more for their help. If I heard correctly. Even that is small compared to what you say you’ll make.

“You argue your case well, Jeskal,” Tyrrell admitted. “It is not the optimal situation for me, but I can see that you and Saronia are the ones in power here. Saronia, what proof can you give me that you’d hold up your end of the bargain?”

Saronia shrugged. “All I want is enough to get off this planet. As long as I get that, you have nothing to worry about. In fact, I’m happier getting the money this way than by going to management and possibly making life hard for the Lemmings.”

Tyrrell nodded. “Good enough. I will agree to the terms. I won’t be able to pay the entire five thousand immediately, but Saronia should expect to see them sooner than she would see the bonuses she’d been hoping for.”

Jeskal smiled. “Wonderful. Glad we came to agreement. Mr. Terriganiak, please know I hold no malice towards you. I wanted to avoid problems for both of you. Saronia, I am very happy to help you. And without you having to talk to Lockjaw. I know how much you want to fly home. I still love you and forgive your plans.”

Saronia walked around the table to give Jeskal a soft hug. “Thank you, dear. I feel so selfish, but I just couldn’t help myself. I had been worried anything I attempted could turn out bad for you. I’m relieved that you came up with this alternative.”

Tyrrell stood up. “I can’t say that I am happy to be giving away yet more of my profits, but I too appreciate your efforts to bring about this agreement, Jeskal. Now that this is settled, I hope you do not mind if I return to my business. Feel free to take an extra half hour before returning to work, if you need to finish discussing your plans, or whatever.” Without giving either time to reply, he turned and walked briskly away.

Jeskal and Saronia exchanged knowing smiles, then headed off towards an empty room in the infirmary. On the way Jeskal chuckled and said, “I wanted to ask Tyrrell if he’d decided where to go when he had the money. Decided not to, though. He didn’t seem to be in the mood for such talk.”

Saronia giggled. “No. I don’t believe so.”
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Atransport ship rumbled and shuddered as it blasted its way out of New Tibet’s gravitational field. Inside, Saronia sat strapped into her seat in the small passenger section and watched as the planet grew smaller in the window, then began to slip away as the ship turned to set its course for Earth. She focused on the cold, sharp peak of Mt. Arken, on whose side she had lived for six and a half years, and she said a silent prayer for Jeskal, her lover and confidant who she had comforted in death and who she had helped lay to final rest in the vast catacombs that housed the dead of a hundred generations of lemmings.

Saronia could have left New Tibet half a year earlier when the money from Tyrrell came through, but she decided to stay with Jeskal as long as he lived. Under her loving care he had joined the ranks of the few of his race who had lived to see their fifth year, but in the end, Nature had prevented him from seeing his sixth. He remained quite healthy and happy to the end, though a tiredness grew in him during the last year. He still enjoyed visiting the mines and attending the lemmings’ dances, but he grew distant, becoming more of an observer and less of a participant in the colony. With Saronia he still had his moments of arousal, but their relationship matured to one of quiet times together, stroking each other’s fur, taking in each other’s scents and exchanging thoughts in whispers. He refused to let Saronia feel pity for him, though he fully enjoyed her attentions and fussing over his comfort.

In the end it was a simple cold that did him in, a cold that the others felt as little more than a sniffle, but which got into his lungs and refused to let go. Fortunately, the end came quickly, as over the course of a couple days his lungs filled with fluid and refused to function. His death was not easy, though, which was very hard on Saronia. She stayed with him the entire time, powerless to do anything but hold him to her chest and tell him that she loved him during the rare moments of quiet between his fits of coughing. When it was over and he was finally still she cried bitterly, free now that Jeskal could no longer protest, and she dampened his fur with her tears.

Jeskal’s funeral had been a grand affair, grander than usual because of his nose’s mythical status and his longevity. The smaller lemming race’s tradition was to celebrate life more than to morn its passing, and so a large party was held after the burial ceremony, which helped lift Saronia’s spirits greatly. There had been talk of holding the party in Jeskal’s Vein because the space was now large enough to hold the entire colony, but Saronia could not fit through the tunnels to get there, so they decided to hold it in another space. She had been very grateful for being considered part of the festivities, and she entertained the colony with several amusing stories about her times with Jeskal.

Of course, there were many stories about Jeskal that she could never recount in public, and these were the ones that she reminisced over the most as the clouds of New Tibet slipped from view in her window. He had always focused on making her happy, often touching her in ways that affected her deeply, both with his sincere words and his gentle paws. His openness when talking about himself revealed his soul clearly to her and gave her the feeling that she knew him more completely than any other person she had ever known or loved. She had even grown to accept his point of view on the lemmings’ status in the mine. Although it still irritated her to see the lemmings taken advantage of by Titanibore management, she no longer felt the guilt of not being able to help them out of their situation. Jeskal had shown her, in life and in death, that no one was ever truly free, that everyone’s freedoms were constrained by circumstances, and that sometimes it was better to fully enjoy the freedoms that one had than to fight for freedoms that couldn’t be won.

Saronia smiled. She had let herself enter the relationship with Jeskal because she thought it would be safe—because it would have a definite end that would not complicate her relationship with Raymond. She had been right about the length of the relationship, but she realized now that she had drastically underestimated the emotional effect he would have on her. Not that she minded. She was still quite sad knowing Jeskal was dead, but he and the other lemmings had shown her how to turn grief into a celebration of life and how to look forward more than back. She had a wonderful lemming of her own kind waiting for her on Earth, and she had her memories of Jeskal deep in her heart. Some day she might tell Raymond about Jeskal, but for the moment she had no plans to do so. What she shared with Jeskal was a part of her that was hers only and did not require sharing with anyone else. The relationship she planned to build with Raymond was much more complex than her relationship with Jeskal, involving a shared house, kits, family, financial quarrels, and all the things that come with truly shared lives. The one love would not compete with the other.

And so, as the ship settled into cruising speed, Saronia laid her head back against the seat, closed her eyes, and began to dream of herself and Raymond, a rabble of kits, a cottage and a garden on the edge of town, with colorful fields of flowers in the valleys nearby and hills covered in green forests beyond. And far beyond the hills sat a mountain, a single gray peak covered in snow. Its shape was exactly that of Mt. Arken, but it no longer loomed menacingly over Saronia as it once had. Instead, it settled contently into the background, quietly watching over the happy family below.
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“…ultimately there seems to be no significant importance to the native population of Res-X EXUNI.q37.s10174.p2, known as “New Tibet”. While my observations have recorded a clear intelligence at work in their personal and societal interactions, it is also clearly at mundane tribal level with very little indication of near future technological development. I recommend the planet be released for Res-X colonization, following the standard isolation policy. This will be particularly easy here, since the native population seems to be completely isolated to the equatorial regions of the Southern hemisphere, sparse in terms of land and extractable material, and featuring enough volcanic activity to be undesirable for colonization anyway.”

“Recording stop. Save and transmit.” Jayce stretched out in the cabin of the small boat, pulling the blankets tighter about his shoulders. Even during the day it was cool, and he was in the warmest latitude of the planet in the summer season. At night the temperatures dropped well below the freezing point, and the damp marine layer only worsened the cold, allowing it to sink deep through fur and fiber layers alike. His seven day survey of the native inhabitants was nearly over, and he was more than ready to leave the planet to the natives and the hardy souls who would populate the Northern continent to mine the natural resources.

As a member of the UFCC xenobiology survey team, his job was to visit the Res-X designated planets that supported complex forms of biological life and determine whether the proposed operations would negatively impact their environment or development. All of which was a very public-relations way to say that his job was to figure out if they could safely rob a given planet of its valuable raw materials without the natives complaining or dying or causing bad press in some other way. He’d been doing UFCC surveys for almost a year and had been to over fifty planets, all of which had been green-lighted for mining operations to proceed, despite the occasional evidence he provided to the contrary. The essence of his job was to provide a report which could be logged, filed, and referred to in a bibliography at the end of a stack of forms that would themselves be logged, filed, and forgotten.

But then, as his ex-wife had frequently pointed out, he was a cynic.

Honestly, he’d never had any illusions about the UFCC review process. Many of the environmental groups had been ranting on about it for years, but the UFCC made sure to buy off enough of the rest of them with sincere-sounding promises, large donations, and enough fabricated data and situations to make the remaining outspoken few look like fringe elements. So Jayce made sure not to let himself feel too bad about taking good UFCC money. He had plenty of company.

The UFCC public relations team did a good job of convincing a comfortable and happy general populace that damage was kept to a minimum, native life forms were preserved or relocated, and the entire colony was scrubbed and terraformed back to original conditions at the end of the planet’s viable Res-X lifespan. Naturally they had a handful of planets to show off as proof, and no one was much inclined to ask about the hundreds of others. An expanding and developing civilization needs resources, and everything that could be taken off the homeworlds without ruining the property values had been tapped out long ago.

His transmission about New Tibet would be routed through the deep space relays to headquarters, and within a couple months the huge cargo modules (which, knowing the certainty of approval, would already be in route) would begin setting down on the Northern landmass. Within half a year the first basic processing facilities would be going online, and within a year, the colony would be fully populated and operational, with shiploads of raw materials and manufactured products leaving for market day and night.

He rearranged himself under the blanket, trying to find a comfortable position that would also keep his body heat from escaping. In truth, the majority of the planets selected for Res-X designation were barren and nearly lifeless. He never saw any of those, since they didn’t justify the expense of a xenobiology expert pulling down both hazardous and deep space duty pay. Out of the fifty-two he had been sent to, forty-three had featured barely sentient animals that with luck would be successfully relocated to other parts of the planet of less interest for development. Six had held moderately sentient or pre-sentient animals (and one plant) which would be isolated from the active colonization areas using a variety of means ranging from controlled reservations to long term stasis.

The remaining three, of which New Tibet was one, had proven to contain lifeforms at a sufficient level of development as to make such cursory methods impossible. The Rathtri of Hunter 357, while at a simple tool-making stage of development, had taken quite readily to the idea of beings from beyond the stars landing and taking over a part of their planet for a price. Jayce had left the situation to the negotiations team, not entirely sure whether the overnight change of an entire culture from hunter-gatherer to real estate sales was a step forward.

The Corydals of Azure 17 had proven to be less mercenary in their reaction, and had possessed enough technology to prove troublesome to the advance teams that had landed despite his report warning of the unstable situation. The higher-ups in the UFCC had decided that, as a water-breathing species, it was safe to ignore their displeasure at the invasion outright and just direct the construction away from the shores. They had glossed over the parts of his report outlining their unusual proficiency in biochemistry and genetic engineering, and the biowarfare they employed in resistance had been as innovative as it was lethal. In the end the military had been called in to unleash their well-honed skills of mass destruction, and colonization continued on a now-uninhabited planet with only a three-week delay in schedule.

The situation on New Tibet gave him no reason to suspect a repeat of that disastrous outcome. The otterlike natives were at a level of social development somewhat similar to the Corydals, but much more restricted in their population density. They seemed to only inhabit one moderately sized volcanic island in the southern hemisphere of New Tibet, half a world away from the northern polar landmass that held the majority of the extractable materials of interest. The UFCC would most likely institute a travel ban and set up technological countermeasures to hide visible signs of the colony from casual observation. With a bit of enforcement and luck, they would be able to live out their normal lives without disruption.

At least he hoped so. He was desperately in need of something to feel good about. It had been a long year and a half. He turned over and sighed, kicking the bulkhead where his feet stuck over the end of the too-small cot. The plasteel was icy to the touch from frozen condensate. He considered turning up the heat another notch, but it had been cloudy for three days straight and he was worried about the charge in the solar batteries. He needed enough to reach the designated pick-up point by the following afternoon. He was definitely ready to leave New Tibet and, with any luck, head for somewhere warm, dry, and inhabited by the blissfully unintelligent.
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It was sometime in the pre-dawn hours when he was awakened by the persistent blaring of the alert siren on the survey vessel’s meteorology unit. He took a moment to remember where he was and call the salient facts from his cold-sluggish brain. New Tibet was considered meteorologically stable, with the incidence of significant atmospheric turbulence at less than one percent. The near-permanent cloud cover from volcanic activity around the equator seriously limited solar-driven evaporation and convection. The likelihood of there being even a small storm was remote.

He snorted. With no orbiting weather satellites in place yet, the on board system relied on changes in atmospheric pressure, dew point and temperature to predict the weather. Even carefully calibrated for the prevailing planetary conditions they were quite often wrong. He considered for a moment whether to even bother getting up out of the warm bed to check it, but he had to at least cancel the alarm. He wrapped the blankets tightly about himself and shuffled over to the console.

It was definitely showing readings that were consistent with a developing ocean storm, albeit a small one. He silenced the alarm and squinted at the screen. The forecast model, which had been cobbled together from survey data and generic profiles for planets of this size and atmosphere, was showing a small area of low-level convection holding stationary slightly to the North. It was right between him and the landing site, but wasn’t forecast to increase much in strength over the next twelve hours, so he should still be able to make the rendezvous. Probably. The survey ship was built to withstand the worst weather surface-inhabitable planets could dish out, but a significant weather system could make him miss the shuttle rendezvous and force him to wait around several days for the next pickup opportunity.

Just to be on the safe side, he increased the forward speed as much as he felt he could on the remaining battery power and activated the small wind turbine on the forecastle to gather supplemental energy as the wind picked up. He plotted a slightly longer course that would skirt him around the edges of the disturbance, but with the increase in speed he should still arrive at the landing site with plenty of time to spare. Digging around in the medkit, he gave himself an intradermal injection of a mild stimulant to drive off the last vestiges of sleep. The horizon was beginning to brighten into what he hoped would still be his last day on New Tibet as he munched on a ration bar and kept his eyes on the waters ahead.
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True to his expectations, the storm turned out to be a higher than usual abundance of clouds, some light rain, and a slight increase in the wind speed. This was nothing that the survey craft couldn’t handle easily, but the submerged something or other that he had run into while paying too much attention to the met reports had proven to be more than the plasteel hull could take. It had become rapidly apparent that he was going to either have to pull the boat and repair the damage or swim the rest of the way to the rendezvous point. He radioed ahead and told the pilot to skip the pickup and notify UFCC command that he’d been delayed by equipment failure.

That gave him three days before the next shuttle. Rations would be a little tight, but he could stand to lose a pound or two anyway, and the mini storm had actually wrung enough dust and moisture out of the atmosphere to allow for a little stronger light to filter through from New Tibet’s weak sun so he could charge the boat’s batteries up again. He chose the first dry land that had a satisfactory beach and grounded the boat gently on the shore. The small size and plasteel construction made the vessel light enough to allow a solitary skipper to manipulate the vessel when necessary, and with effort he managed to haul it up between a pair of steady looking boulders so he could get access to the hull.

The vessel was intended to be field repairable, and was well-stocked with all the materials necessary to do the job. It took him only a couple hours before a new layer of polymer had been applied in the region of the fracture. It would take several hours more to harden, but by morning of the next day he would be ready to get underway again. He retrieved a portable shelter and a chemical heater and set them up on the flattest and smoothest area he could find within sight of the boat and decided he could do worse than spending a few hours of the remaining daylight exploring the island on which he had landed.

It was barely more than a mile wide and maybe three miles long, ranging from barely above sea level at the shore to a height of twenty or so feet above along the center ridge. Woody evergreen shrubs and some small stunted trees clung to the ridge, but the rest of the vegetation was comprised of the grasses and small flowers typical for the climate.

He rambled about the island for half an hour, enjoying the unusual opportunity to examine the flora and fauna up close. He was usually isolated from contact with the native life forms, situated either in the survey craft on the water or in an anti-gravity observation rig hovering above the ground. Both situations allowed for the best use of light-refraction shield technology, allowing him to observe without impacting any sentient culture he might discover. In this case the natives were several islands to the south, and this particular islet of volcanic rock was inhabited by nothing more than plants, a few small species of passerine birds, a brightly colored snakelike reptile, and many biting insects enjoying their brief lives in the short New Tibet summer.

He turned back for the boat, intending to spend the remainder of the daylight hours reading in the shelter when he came around a rocky outcropping and saw one of the natives sitting on the hull of the survey vessel. He froze for a moment, then ducked behind the only available cover, an evergreen shrub which was only barely big enough to hide behind if he flattened his ears and tucked his tail under his rump.

The natives of New Tibet were strikingly otterlike in both appearance and manner, with bright inquisitive eyes and quick fluid movements. They stood about three and a half feet tall and walked largely on their hind paws, though he had observed them moving on all fours when running or playing. They dressed in simple utilitarian clothing when they wore anything at all, which seemed to only be special occasions. They swam with great proficiency, fished the frigid ocean water with spears, and seemed to have a quiet and peaceful existence.

The one now lounging comfortably on his drydocked boat was one of the individuals that he had observed during his survey. He had assigned him the name “Whitepaw” in his reports, owing to an unusual white mark on his left front paw. That, as well as his tendency to appear in unexpected places, had made him one of the few distinguishable individuals out of the twenty or so Jayce had observed coming and going from the island. But that was a good forty miles to the south of his present location, and he had never seen them go much further than ten miles away.

Jayce attempted to settle into a more comfortable position, since Whitepaw didn’t seem to be going anywhere. There was little he could do but wait around out of sight in the hopes that the native would get bored and leave. He had received very basic first-contact protocol training for use in emergencies, but was expected to avoid contact whenever possible.

However, as the afternoon crept by uncomfortably and it started to get dark, the chances of avoiding contact weren’t looking very good. He hadn’t gone out properly dressed for exposure to the night air, and even with his fur fluffed up as best he could manage, he was starting to get cold. Whitepaw had scarcely moved the entire afternoon, and Jayce was beginning to understand that he was determinedly waiting for the owner of the boat to return, which meant that contact of some sort was inevitable.

The trouble was, the situation did not inspire much confidence. Whitepaw was much too far away from the tribe’s home island and regular fishing waters for this to be a casual encounter, and had been sitting around in the cold for at least as long as Jayce had. They were not particularly sedentary creatures, and this suggested that he was there to see Jayce for a specific reason, and was willing to suffer hours of boredom and discomfort to achieve it.

He was pretty sure that he’d seen something like that situation in the first-contact procedure manual under the heading “Be Very Afraid”.

He ran through everything he could remember from his training, found it to be extremely limited, and decided to just wing it. It wasn’t like he had a lot of options. Okay. Think … I’m a trained cultural biologist. I can do this. Let’s see… He got up slowly and started removing everything that he felt looked threatening, eventually deciding to just strip bare despite the cold. As a culture they seemed to think nothing of bare fur. Right, okay. Start walking slowly, hands open and out in front, palms up. No teeth showing. Good. Ow! Sharp rocks! Don’t grimace … God, I’m a naked alien walking oddly towards this guy at night on a secluded beach. I think I’ve seen this scene in bad holofilms.

Whitepaw just sat and watched him approach, his expression unreadable and his otterlike eyes shining with the dimly reflected light of the larger of the two moons rising in the East. Jayce walked to a position about ten feet away and stood, preparing to speak first, though he hadn’t thought of anything to say yet that didn’t sound like a movie cliché. He wasn’t expecting the native to speak first, and it caught him off guard.

**Hi. You look cold. Put clothes back on, maybe? Then we talk.**

Jayce would later swear that he didn’t faint, but instead just tripped on a rock and fell.
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By the time he regained his senses, Whitepaw had gathered up the stuff he had left behind the shrub and some other likely looking bits of clothing from the cabin of the boat and left them in front of him. He dressed shakily, with the native looking on and smiling in amusement. Warmer, but still not sure what exactly had just happened, Jayce sat down on a rock and tried to get a grip on things.

“Uh…”

**How I speak your language? We learn. Listen to you since you land and sit in boat to watch us. Cute trick with boat. Bend light so we can’t see it. We like! Try that sometime with fishing. But you think loud, so we still know you there.** He paused for just a second and Jayce caught the unmistakable sensation of hunger. **I’m hungry after long wait. You want fish?** Without a further word he bounced off the boat, skittered on all fours to the water, and dove in.

“Uh…” The entire exchange had taken about fifteen seconds, and had been entirely conducted using telepathy, spoken words mixing with images and emotions directly in the parts of his brain that process such things. It was disorienting at first, even though it wasn’t the first time Jayce had experienced the sensation. Several Federation member species had telepathic ability of varying degrees, though they were still pretty rare and most of them wisely refrained from exercising their talents in casual situations.

Jayce was suddenly caught in the position of trying to recall everything he might have thought since he landed and getting the sinking feeling that he was already in deeper trouble than he was prepared to handle when Whitepaw returned, gripping a large fish in his teeth. He bounded back up onto the hull of the boat and sat down, happily tearing into it. He looked up at Jayce with a clearly readable expression. The wolf coughed and tried to reply politely. “Oh, uh … thank you, no … I uh…”

Whitepaw whistled in amusement and nodded. **You like fish cooked. Odd fellow. Sorry, not good with fire like Opal. He could cook, but not sure he understand either. Raw seem much tastier.**

Jayce coughed again. “I’m sorry … one of the others is named Opal?”

Whitepaw nodded, happily munching away at the fish. **Yes, we all give ourselves names in your language. Try to describe personality. Opal make fire. You call me Whitepaw, but I prefer Pineapple. Other too boring.**

Jayce nodded dazedly, still futilely trying to mentally review every-thing that might have run through his brain since he landed, but it was too much. Without considerable mental training a person can barely control their idle thoughts, let alone remember them days later. The only thing he could feel assured of was that he hadn’t given away any strategic Federation secrets, since he didn’t know any.

Whitepaw made a comforting churring noise. **I apologize if we offend. We unable to avoid hearing your thoughts. Loud, loud—but we like you. A bit odd, but you think good things. I would try to speak other way for you, but lips unable to make words like you.** He whistled loud and chortled. **Whistle good though.**

Jayce shrugged, realizing as he was doing it that it was probably unnecessary, but it was a hard habit to break. “Can’t be helped. Sorry I think so loud, but at least try to ignore some of it, okay? I’m not used to having my thoughts paid such close attention to.” He paused for a moment, weighing his words while Whitepaw … er … Pineapple remained silent, waiting. “So, why did you come here and wait for me? I was supposed to be gone by now, but there was a storm, and…” he trailed off. He figured that they knew it all anyway, and he was worried what they might be thinking about the colonization.

Pineapple finished the fish, bones and all, and set about licking his paws and whiskers clean. He stopped and thought for a second. **Chief Thunder say that he want me to bring you back to meet others. ** Jayce sensed the mental equivalent of a shrug, followed by an image of the individual in question. Pineapple continued. **He always telling us to do strange things, so this no big surprise.**

Jayce sensed a hint of bemused tolerance mixed with a definite undercurrent of respect and admiration, calling to mind memories of an eccentric uncle on his ex-wife’s side of the family who used to visit them occasionally. He smiled, despite not being sure that meeting a tribal leader who seemed as capable of dumping a bucket of raw fish over your head as he was talking seriously about the upcoming colonization was a good thing.

Pineapple apparently got a bit of Jayce’s thought process, because he whistled softly in amusement and bounced up and down. **Yes, with Thunder you not always understand, but you do anyway. We go now?** He hopped off the boat and held a paw out for Jayce to take.

“Uhm … do I have a choice?” He knew it probably wasn’t the best choice of words, but it didn’t make too much difference with someone who could read your thoughts and emotions instinctively. There was really an awful lot he still didn’t know about the natives and their intentions for him, despite the fact that they seemed friendly enough. Being led off into the midst of an unknown number of them to meet with their leader wasn’t something he was sure he was up for at the moment.

Pineapple barked softly in laughter. **Always have choice. You not come to see us, then Thunder probably just bring everyone to see you. All thirty-nine. Dig through your drawers. Eat all your fish. Much mayhem.** He conjured up a mental image of what this might look like and whistled softly in amusement. **Yes. Hyannin curious always. All just want to meet you. No one harm you. You come?** He stretched out a paw.

Jayce figured there wasn’t really much he could do to avoid the meeting at this point, and he felt that keeping the natives away from the boat was probably the best way to ensure it remained intact enough to get him away when he needed it. “Sure, I guess. As long as I can be back here in time to make the next shuttle flight in two days. How are we going to get there though? Swim?” He took the proffered paw with some hesitation, half-expecting to be hauled into the water at breakneck speed.

Pineapple chuckled. **Hold tight. Me not the best at this.**

The sensation was not unlike planetary freefall in a shuttle not equipped with gravitational dampeners. The ground simply dropped out from under his feet for a moment, or he dove through it, or something. All Jayce knew is that one moment he was standing on the rocky beach near the dry-docked boat, then there was a brief moment of vertigo, then he was standing somewhere else gripping Pineapple’s paw tightly and desperately trying not to be sick in front of thirty-eight otter-like aliens who were radiating amusement.

This time he did faint, and would have admitted that to anyone without a hint of shame.
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He woke up far sooner than he would really have liked to, considering the situation. He lay still with his eyes closed, figuring that while he wouldn’t be able to pretend to be unconscious for long, he would be grateful for whatever time he could scrounge to get his thoughts together.

Quite obviously the natives of New Tibet were far more than they had appeared from the water. Telepathy was a semi-common adaptation in spacefaring species, due to the need for inter-personal communication, but other “psychic” abilities had proven to be rare or non-existent entirely however, until now. Pineapple had already demonstrated a capability for telepathy and teleportation, and implied that they were both routine tools at the natives’ disposal. The existence of such power was both exciting and terrifying, especially given the current situation on New Tibet.

His head hurt.

He felt a paw on his shoulder and a friendly voice in his mind. A friendly female voice, though he wasn’t quite sure what made him sure of that. **Are you ready to sit up and join us, Jayce? We are eager to talk to you.** He opened his eyes slowly and was greeted by six pairs of eyes in a circle of smiling furry otterine faces, all peering down at his prone form.

The one with her paw on his shoulder had brilliant blue eyes. Her name was Turquoise, and in short order he had been introduced to Opal, Pinecone, Pickle, Pancake, and Lavender. Sort of an impromptu welcoming party, according to Turquoise. **Thunder thought you might have been a little uncomfortable seeing us all at once, so he chose the six of us to be here when you woke up. Once you feel up to it, we will be happy to tell you all about the Hyannin and maybe learn more about you too, if you are willing.**

He sensed an echo of a giggle and smiled gently. Despite the awkwardness of the situation he felt himself relaxing a little in Turquoise’s presence. She radiated a warmth and a sense of youthful anticipation that was soothing, and not a little distracting. He had to remind himself that this was still a first contact situation with a potentially dangerous alien race. “Thank you, yes. All of this has been a bit of a shock, but it is a pleasure meeting you.” He reached out a paw in greeting.

Turquoise took it and gave it a sniff and a gentle lick. He assumed the gesture had been pulled from his thoughts as an expected response of some kind, but it still made a gentle thrill run through his spine. It had been a year and a half since his marriage had completed falling apart and he had escaped into servitude with the UFCC. Since then he hadn’t had much opportunity for casual contact with anyone of his native culture, and this very traditional form of greeting was rarely practiced outside of his homeworld. It was also usually a prelude to intimacy when shared between individuals not of the same family, but there was no way she would have picked up on that nuance from his casual thoughts.

He took her paw and responded in kind, knowing she would sense his initial reaction to her action and wanting to reassure her that he was not offended by it. Her fur held the strong odors of sea salt, fish, and volcanic ash, but underneath floated something floral and faintly tropical he was sure was not of New Tibet origin. He smiled again and released her paw. She had clearly followed his thought process and even looked embarrassed, though it was probably his imagination spurred on by the clear emotion in her mental touch. **Ooops! A ‘mistake in cultural translation’, I think you would say.** She laughed. **Thank you for understanding.**

They sat around a fire, created with barely a spare thought by Opal, in the center of one of their communal cabins and talked until the sun came up. The Hyannin were extraordinary, with their psionic potential being just the most immediately obvious of their unusual characteristics. They all possessed telepathy at a level of development far beyond any he had ever heard of, and most of them had some level of telekinesis ranging from simple object manipulation to the ability to teleport or alter the energy states of matter.

The thirty-nine of them were all that consisted of the population, and in fact were all that ever consisted of the population. They weren’t ageless or immortal, but aged extremely slowly and would only give birth to new individuals as others died—usually as a result of serious accident or age, since anything less was simply healed by the telekineticallyabled.

In return, Jayce described for them his home planet, a brief history of the Federation, the worlds he had seen, and, somewhat guiltily, the details of the upcoming colonization of their own world. It was undoubtedly something the first contact team would have rather he not discussed, but he figured they knew it all anyway and felt like they deserved the information. Some small part of him was trying to set off alarm bells that the Hyannin were so quickly subverting his duty to remain impartial, but whatever unease that should have generated was overwhelmed by their placid, disarming natures.

Turquoise gave a mental shrug. **I’m afraid every thought you have had since you landed on the planet has been heard by all of us. We couldn’t help it, but even if we could we would have listened anyway because you interest us.** She touched his paw in a motion of apology. **We have no concept of privacy as you do.** By this point the others had grown tired of the conversation and had left to go find themselves breakfast, leaving just the two of them in the cabin.

It was Jayce’s turn to shrug. “Not your fault, though I still hate to think what you might have seen and heard.” He smiled, “The telepaths among the Federation have had to learn how to control what they hear, or they would be in a state of constant shock at the chaotic and some would say ‘primitive’ nature of our thoughts.” This line of thought crystallized something that had been bothering him all night and he sighed heavily. “Primitive is probably a good word to describe some of us too, and that is what I am most worried about. I want to try to stop the colonization, but I don’t know how to do that without revealing your talents, which would be an outstandingly bad idea.”

Turquoise nodded solemnly. **Yes, that is partially why Thunder wanted to make contact with you. He says he has a solution that solves all problems.** She stroked his paw comfortingly. **We’ll work out something, don’t worry.**

Jayce hoped that Thunder’s solution didn’t include wiping out the Federation, though nothing he had seen in any of the Hyannin suggested anything but a nature of pure pacifism. This was fortunate considering the fact that the extent of their power would make them formidable opponents. “Yeah, I hope so. It’s sad, you know? We encounter a race that is friendly, powerful beyond anything we could imagine, and peaceful—everything we could ever hope for—but deep down I know that we’re not ready, and the best thing that could happen is for no one to ever know about your existence.”

Turquoise smiled. **Which I think is the other reason Thunder wanted to make contact with you, Jayce. We have been nearly ‘encountered’ by races such as yours many, many times in the history of our race. Each time we either used our powers to discourage them from landing and settling on the planet, or just picked up and moved ourselves. We could have done the same thing this time, but Thunder seems to have other plans.** She shook her head slightly. **What those may be I don’t know, but I am inclined to trust his judgment. Thunder is vastly more powerful than most of the rest of us, and spends much time moving in places that are far beyond our reach.**

Jayce snorted. “If he’s that much more powerful than the rest of you, then why doesn’t he just roll back time to before this planet was discovered? Why even go through contacting me, as if there was anything I could do about it?”

Turquoise held his paw gently. **I don’t know, Jayce. I’m sure Thunder will tell you when he feels the time is right, but I’m sure he sees much of the same promise in you that the rest of us do. Remember that we’ve seen inside the minds of a lot of individuals of all sorts of starfaring species. Many have been terrible, dark things. Some have been just immature. Some have been wise and good. Your Federation is a little bit of all three, and that is what makes you of such interest to us as a species.**

“And me personally? Why not any of the other surface surveyors or scientists orbiting the planet?”

She smiled. **As Pineapple mentioned, we just liked you. You’d probably call it ‘chemistry’, but naturally to a telepathic race it is a much more tangible sensation. We see a lot of ourselves in the way you think and dream.**

He caught an unmistakable hint of embarrassment at the very end of her ‘path, just before she closed the link, which in turn stirred the memory of a dream he’d had one night during the past week. Then it was his turn to be embarrassed. “I … uhm … Oh.” He stammered, trying to think of something enlightening to say, but as more and more of the dream’s sordid detail came back to him he floundered. He might have been able to tackle explaining a simple erotic dream, but this one had been anything but simple and when he’d woken from it he’d … Oh … No…

He felt Turquoise’s mental touch then, as well as her paw stroking his forearm. **Jayce? I’m sorry, don’t be embarrassed, please. Please?** She was soft, insistent, and soothing, and eventually he calmed enough to meet her gaze. **We didn’t listen in to your dream once it became apparent what it was … about. It took us a little while, but we worked hard to tune you out as soon as we realized! We don’t … er … we don’t … we were confused at first…**

He sensed she was as embarrassed as he was over it, as well as her sincerity. It made him feel a little better. “Well … that was … uhm … not my control, you know. We are sort of at the mercy of our dreams, and… Uh, so when did you start listening again?”

**Me?**

“No, everyone … wait, why?”

**No … no … I just thought you thought I’d…** She stopped for a moment. **We, uh … waited a while and then sort of listened again when we sensed you had woken from your dream state. But then we tuned out again until quite a bit later when we figured it was safe. And it was! Safe … I mean.**

Jayce looked into her eyes and pulled his paw away. “Did you personally stop listening in? Did you?” He knew the answer already though. He knew there had been something immediately familiar about her mental touch, and now he knew why. He was angry and felt abused, forgetting entirely that the being in front of him could probably disassemble him with a thought.

**I … I … Wanted to, but … I was … I felt…**

There was raw anguish and pain in her touch now, and it dried up his anger as quickly as it had formed. Huh, so this is what it is like to be telepathic, huh? Never a misunderstanding. Powerful stuff. He moved around the table instinctively and wrapped his arms around her comfortingly. “Okay … okay. It’s my turn to be sorry now. I can’t hold you to my perception of privacy. It’s just … that kind of emotion is intensely private to us, especially…” He sighed. “I don’t think this is the time or place to go into a detailed discussion of our biology and sexual sociology of my culture, but let me just say that what you saw was not … not what is considered ‘normal’ to some. We may be wise and advanced in some ways, but there are things that we still have problems accepting about our own natures. I’m personally more open than many others, but that doesn’t mean I like the whole world knowing my…”

She remained in his arms, but when she touched his mind again she sounded a lot more in control of her emotions. **I’m sorry for being such a … voyeur is your word. I may not sound it to you, but I am still a youngster compared to the rest of the Hyannin. I was curious … and…**

“And?” He let her go gently, suddenly aware of the intimacy of the moment and feeling uncomfortable and lost again, but not wanting to upset her again.

**And I was attracted by the raw power of your emotions. It took my breath away. Especially when you …**

He waved his paw to stop her. “Uh, okay, okay … I was there, remember? I think right now it is best that I not be reminded what I dreamt or did, and especially not what you might have thought or felt or … uh.”

She giggled. **Or did?** There was a downright devilish tone to her touch, and he hurried to answer before she decided it would be fun to fill his mind with images.

“Right! Yeah, that… Now, shouldn’t we get some breakfast or something? And when is Thunder going to meet with me?” He made a show of helping her up from the table and hustling her out of the cabin and into the morning sun.

She smiled and gave him the distinct impression that this discussion wasn’t over. **Oh, Thunder does things on his own time schedule. You will know when he feels you are ready for the experience. Breakfast does indeed sound like a good idea though. I suspect that you would rather I do the fishing? Unless you wanted to join me…**

He didn’t wait for her to run with the thought, since he knew the direction it would probably go. He chuckled. “No, I’ll wait right here. Now, go! Fish!” He was expecting a parting shot, but she just smiled and scampered off to jump into the water, immediately diving out of sight.

He sat down on a sun-warmed rock and sighed. The good-natured flirting thing was all meant in fun and provided a way to distance themselves from the reality of the situation, but carried with it a certain risk as well. Very soon he was going to be leaving, and there was slim to no chance of him ever seeing any of the Hyannin again. He wasn’t so much of a silly young pup as to be falling in love with her—she was after all a member of a ludicrously powerful alien race that he had known about for all of a week—but he was already enjoying her company enough that he knew it would hurt to leave.

**So who says you have to?**

Jayce jumped a little, looking over to see one of the Hyannin he hadn’t met yet sitting on the rock next to him. He had fur that was close to gray in tone, shot through by dark and light streaks that made him look like a storm cloud. If that wasn’t enough of a giveaway, his mental touch surely was—almost like staring into a pit deep enough that you couldn’t be sure it had a bottom. He had no doubt that Thunder had decided it was time to have their little chat.
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“Hello Chief Thunder. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

Thunder laughed. **Your politeness is admirable, but completely unnecessary with me, Jayce. Let’s go somewhere we can talk in private, away from the prodding minds and peering eyes of my flock.** He glared around them, then held out his paw. **Hang on to this.**

Jayce did so, tentatively. Thunder winked and everything went black. There was the sensation of free-fall again, lasting for several heartbeats longer this time, until suddenly they both erupted back out into the light.

And what a light! A golden-yellow sun shone brightly from blue skies, with puffy white clouds drifting here and there. Beneath his paws was soft white sand, and all around him was tropical vegetation. The clean, gentle scent of warm salt water mixed with the fragrance of flowers and sun warmed sand. After the persistent gray and chill of New Tibet, the change was shocking, and Jayce indicated this by falling right onto his rump.

**Mmmm … yes, quite a shift, isn’t it? But I like it here. Good place to relax and think. Or talk. Sorry, I probably should have warned you, but I like to keep people on their toes.** He looked down at Jayce. **But in your case, I think I’ll let you sit. I’ll join you, in fact.** He sat down and wiggled his rump into the sand.

“Where…”

**Oh, some wonderful planet or other. A fair distance in some direction from New Tibet, as you call it. Couldn’t give you directions if I wanted to. Just kind of know how to find the place.**

Jayce panted for a moment, as much in shock from the change in temperature as from the jump itself. “So, you’re saying we just teleported across planetary distances in the blink of an eye?” His mind boggled.

Thunder laughed. **Actually galactic distances, and it takes a bit longer than a blink, but you’ve got the general idea. Just to save time let me also add that I can manipulate large quantities of matter at the molecular level, communicate on a mass scale over unlimited distances, slow the passage of time to a crawl, see some very limited parts of the future, and solve all those fluid dynamics math problems that gave you so much trouble in college. Things I cannot do include: stop time, travel forward or backward through it, traverse dimensions, bring things back to life, grant immortality, or keep bananas from turning brown. Anything else?**

Jayce just stared.

**Okay, good. Now that we have that out of the way, let’s talk about you—or, more specifically, your Federation friends and how to avoid the mess we both know is coming, though to be honest I know more about it than you do. I’ve been to your homeworld and hung out a bit incognito. Quite a mess there … violence, abuse, greed… Same with the other Federation worlds, isn’t it? You know all about it. Some of that is coming to New Tibet, and you are concerned about us and what will happen if anyone finds out about what we can do, right?**

Jayce fought to get his brain back on track. Turquoise had said that he was vastly more powerful than she was, after all. He’d just failed to grasp just how vast. “Yes, exactly. All the development will be on the northern landmass, because that is where the materials of interest are. The trouble will be in ensuring that no strays from the colonized areas come in contact with you, or that no one from the Federation government or military figures out what you can do. But … wait … you’ve been to my homeworld?”

**That’s not important, but yes. Nice place. But, I think, not as nice as New Tibet.** He put his paws on Jayce’s shoulders. **Turquoise has filled you in on our past and suggested how many times we’ve moved to stay away from species deciding to settle on our planet. Frankly, I’m fed up with it. We’ve tried to drive people off, but that just buys you a certain amount of time before more come nosing around. We just want our privacy so we can fish and play and whatever we want to do.**

He took his paws away and folded them across his chest. **It is time to make a stand, and you’re going to help us do it.** He unfolded his paws and waved them around. **Now, before you go getting worried, I don’t mean ‘make a stand’ in that way. I just mean we’re not going to leave New Tibet, but we’re also not just going to hope that your government holds up their end of the isolation policy. Are you with me so far?**

Jayce shrugged. “Sure. I’ll consider anything you have to suggest that doesn’t require violence or any threat to the Federation. I may not agree with everything they do in the name of progress, but…”

**No, of course not. Actually, what I am proposing will actually be very beneficial to your Federation in the long run. Now, unless I am misunderstanding the situation, the root of this expansionist tendency of yours is in search of easily exploited resources, and with them the promise of financial gain. Yes?”

“Pretty much, sure. We have all the living space we need on plenty of nice green unspoiled planets. They remain that way because we extract and process all our raw materials other places, usually uninhabited moons and planets. Sometimes a particularly valuable material is found on an inhabited planet like New Tibet, which is where the conflict comes in.”

**So, how do you think you would go about stopping that?**

Jayce thought for a moment. This was something he had dwelled on a lot since joining the UFCC, and he had some basic ideas that he’d never gotten past. “Well, you’d have to make it financially unprofitable to continue to expand, or at least to build Res-X colonies on the planets with life. Trouble is, all the governmental entities meant to control such things really depend on the tax dollars from corporate revenues gained from Res-X mining profits in the first place. So, they can only restrict so much. The outside organizations have limited resources and no real power over the process, so they are restricted to trying to raise public awareness of the damage—which is tough because the public is happy to have all sorts of neat stuff and no unsightly factories to look at anymore.” He sighed. “So ultimately it comes down to needing some kind of organization with the power of a government, an unlimited source of income, and the ability to sway the public to their side so that they can’t be litigated out of existence by the corporations.”

Thunder nodded happily. **See? You wondered why I wanted your help in this!**

Jayce snorted. “So I know what the problem is. That doesn’t mean I know how to solve it!”

**You’re just not applying current thinking! Tell me, how does one get power in your government? Really?**

“Money, mostly. I mean, it isn’t all about bribes and donations, but that is the surest way to get yourself taken seriously.”

**So, your #1 and #2 issues are both money, right? Governmental power and income?**

“I guess so.”

**Well then…** Thunder picked up some sand and in a flash transformed it into a moderately sized opal. **Hmm … not my best work, but I wasn’t really paying attention either. I can make ‘em bigger, and in nearly any quality you want. If I had the right raw materials I could make truckloads of all the other precious and semi-precious geegaws you all seem to value, too. To me, it’s just another rock.** He smiled. **Money problem solved?**

“I suppose that would do it, with some care not to flood the market with any one kind of mineral commodity. Okay, fine … so that kind of gives you a starting point, but what good is money without the savvy to use it? I assume you are thinking I would be the one to go out and convince everyone to listen to me. I have no political status or experience, and it takes a long time to build that.”

**Oh? What makes a good political figure? Someone who can know what the opposition is thinking and figure out how best to bring them over to your side, right? Hmm … sound familiar?** He was clearly enjoying himself, and his enthusiasm was kind of infectious.

Jayce nodded. “Yeah, just like what you all did to me … gotcha. I think I’m starting to get the picture. How about the last bit, about swaying the people? Even if you have the government on your side and money to control the corporations you can lose if the people don’t believe in what you are doing. Without the negative publicity to worry about, the corporate entities will just find some way to move against you, and the government will happily just stand by and let them do it.”

**Well? You tell me! What gets millions of people to follow it faithfully no matter how irrational or crazy it sounds sometimes?**

“Religion. But … you just can’t start a religion out of thin air. It takes time to get people to sign on to your interpretation of the universe.” He thought for a moment. “Though, again it comes down to being able to tell people just what they want to hear, doesn’t it? Give them what they are missing in their lives and they will follow you without question.” He wrinkled his nose a little. “Feels kind of dishonest…”

**More dishonest than what the government and the corporations are doing to your people in the name of progress as we speak? Besides, the powers we possess bring us pretty close to the level of Gods in your culture’s eyes, don’t they?** He smiled and chuckled dryly. **When it comes to leading people, my boy, the ends often do justify the means. Trust me on that one. I’ve been leading a pack of rambunctious, super-powerful, near-immortals for over ten thousand years. Thankfully you’re going to be taking one of the worst off my hands for a while.**

“I’m what? I thought we were talking about you helping me do all this stuff?”

Thunder laughed. **Good heavens no! What kind of a leader would I be if I didn’t know how to delegate? I have enough to do. Why do you think I made sure to sic the irrepressible young Turquoise on you the moment you landed? She’s too curious and ambitious to safely leave traipsing around New Tibet, especially with more of your species going to be showing up in short order.** He winked. **I know a good match when I see one too. I think you’ll make an…energetic pair.**

Jayce covered his muzzle and coughed, knowing just what was being implied. “Does everyone on this entire planet need to take a direct interest in my every idle sexual fantasy?”

**No. Just us. Well, me…** He chortled. **A pervert? I suppose I am at that, by some definitions. But then I wasn’t the one dreaming about…**

“Right, right, okay … thank you.” He was almost getting over being mortified that Turquoise had listened in on the entire thing, let alone Thunder. “Is there any way I can manage to keep some things to myself around you people?”

**Not to my knowledge, no. Oh, don’t worry … I won’t listen in on you and Turquoise together. Well, more than once anyway.** He was plainly kidding, but the suggestion was enough to bring an image into Jayce’s mind unbidden. He stifled it, but not before Thunder managed to pick it up. **Oooh, so I assume she didn’t tell you! Ah … you are certainly going to have your hands full keeping her under control out there. I think that will be a bigger task than dealing with everything else. Oh well … I suppose we should be getting back…**

“Wait. Tell me what?” Thunder made a show of ignoring him. “Uh-uh. Nope. I’m not going anywhere until you explain that last remark. If I’m going to consider doing this thing, I want that much in return!”

**That much? After all I’ve given you? Ungrateful!**

Jayce smiled. “Nope. Not going to work, sorry. I know you too well now.”

**Oh, all right. You’re as bad as the rest of my lot, you know? Youth!** He shook his head. **Turquoise happens to be uniquely skilled in what you would call shape-changing.**

“Uh… Oh!” He smiled, and was sure he heard Thunder stifle a giggle at a particular image that popped into his head just before they jumped back to New Tibet.
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UTC3229.6.25

It had been almost a day since Jayce and Thunder had returned, and everyone had been going to great pains to leave him in peace. Someone had apparently even gotten to Turquoise, because apart from an affectionate greeting nuzzle she had kept her distance physically and mentally.

There was a lot to think about. He’d told Thunder that while he was intrigued by the opportunity being presented, he was still uncertain if it was something he could be a part of. Well intentioned or not, he would still be intentionally manipulating dozens of societies and races—guiding and controlling their progress and direction as they explore the universe around them. The idea of any one person possessing that kind of control was frightening, and yet he knew he was lying to himself if he didn’t admit that he was tempted to try it. It was a unique opportunity to change a lot of things for the better, and deep down he felt he just might have what it takes to do it.

He just wasn’t sure that he wanted to do it. It would take a lot of time and dedication, constant attention to detail and a nearly complete isolation from everyone around him. That wasn’t a big change from the way his life was now of course, but it was a different sort of thing knowing he could socialize more if he wanted to. An air of secrecy and mystery would be crucial to the image he needed to maintain, and you didn’t get that from being seen dining around town.

He sat on the shore for several hours, partially weighing the pros and cons of the situation, but mostly just enjoying the peace and quiet. Dawn was starting to spread across the horizon as he realized he had come to his decision. He was sure he could get used to the life of solitude in time, and it was a small personal price to pay for the good he could do.

**Solitude? I don’t qualify as a companion on this long, lonely, desolate journey?** Turquoise’s ‘path was lightly teasing, but Jayce sensed a twinge of worry and loneliness lurking below the surface.

He turned away from the fiery red lightshow on the horizon and reached out to pull her diminutive form close to him from where she had appeared. He tucked his muzzle between her ears and gave a lick. “Of course you do. Only…” He paused for an instant, worrying about hurting her feelings, then remembered just who he was dealing with. “Well, you know. I definitely have feelings of affection for you, but it has all been so fast and I really can’t be sure that what I am feeling makes any sense. I know I definitely want your assistance and your friendship though, and maybe more in time.”

She was quiet for a time, resting in his embrace and gently brushing his chest fur. When she spoke again, she still sounded a little sad. **I understand that, and of course I would be delighted to be by your side. I’m a little sad that you don’t feel for me quite the way I do for you, but then I suppose that only makes sense at this point. I keep forgetting that you can’t appreciate the bond that we share in quite the same way I can.** She turned and tilted her head up to give him a fishy lick on the muzzle. **I’m glad you decided to take Thunder up on his plan, just like he said you would.**

“Oh he did, huh? I suppose it was something pre-destined to occur and that I had no chance of escaping, right?”

She giggled. **No, he just knew that I was irresistible.**

“Oh I see.” Jayce stood up, lifting the otterlike alien easily into his arms, and strode back towards the village. “I suppose I should be glad I didn’t resist going along then. I’m not sure I want to know what you would have tried next to tempt me.” His footsteps faltered for a beat or two while a string of images were fed into his brain. “I said I didn’t want to know…”

**No, you said you didn’t think you wanted to know. I decided you did. So, now … is it customary in your culture for just friends to engage in this kind of activity on a regular basis? Or, er … how about this? Mmmm … I think I’d like lots of that! How about now? I promise most of the rest of the tribe won’t listen in…**

Jayce decided solitude might not have been a bad thing for a while.

Epilogue

UTC3230.5.15

As the meeting broke up, Jayce rose and softly shook hands with the dozen senators from various quadrants who had pledged their support to the environmental goals of the Great Circle. He was dressed in the ridiculously stylized vestments that Turquoise had designed based on listening in on a variety of Federation races and, he suspected, watching a lot of holomovies. They made him feel ridiculous, but he couldn’t argue with success. A little less than a year from his first encounter with the Hyannin on New Tibet, the Great Circle was rapidly gaining in funds, allies, and popularity.

The deal he had just initiated with the twelve senators would give the GC jurisdiction over four planets of interest in their area of space. A survey vessel couldn’t do so much as a flyby without express permission from his organization. Of the four, three were decoys containing nothing of interest, and would be grudgingly handed out over the span of ten or fifteen years for extraction. The fourth held a lovely young species of bronze-age canine that would now be able to continue its development unhindered.

New Tibet had taken some work, but they had managed to get the entire southern hemisphere put under “special edict”, to be administered exclusively by the GC. They had already set up a presence in the mining sector of the colony, and were busy pretending to oversee the environmental regulations in the north. Meanwhile, they kept a quiet, watchful eye on the borders of the protected area. So far there had been no problems, and Jayce meant to keep it that way.

He returned to visit the Hyannin now and then, when he could get away. He was busier than he had ever been in his life overseeing a growing organization of 1,500 members drawn from almost every Federation member species. It was a good kind of busy though, the kind that left you feeling good about yourself at the end of the day.

He left the meeting hall and walked the short distance to the hotel. He’d be catching a shuttle in the morning back to GC headquarters to plan the next move, but tonight was his to relax and enjoy. He keyed open his room and smiled. The lights were all off and the window shades pulled so tight that no light got in from the city outside, probably with a little help from the sultry creature behind the two glowing turquoise eyes that floated somewhere in the vicinity of the bedroom. “Hi Hon … heard me coming, I see?”

He sensed a giggle. **Not yet.**

Jayce hung up his robes and padded into the bedroom, his tail wagging softly behind him. “So, what disgusting, tawdry sex fantasy are you going to surprise me with tonight, hmm?” There was a moment of silence, followed by a soft moan and a delighted whimper. “Oooooooh! I love that one!”
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Garon had given me most of the details on the way over, so I knew what to expect when I walked in. Feron was standing guard by the door, and I could smell his relief like fumes from the paper plant when he saw me.

“Hey, Wolf. You made good time.”

I didn’t answer, lifting my nose to assess the situation. I sorted out two other scents in the living room easily. Callon was upstairs with the ‘problem’. Herkon, a young, slow-witted bear I hardly knew, ambled in from the kitchen a moment after I’d placed his scent. He was holding a bandage to his side where I could see red staining the fur.

Lukon, old reliable assistant that he was, had come in after me and was already barring the door and checking all the windows. With Callon here, they’d probably taken the precautions, but Garon and Herkon were basically untrained, with half a year of experience between them. If he’d left anything to them, it would have to be checked. And these were the best and the brightest, the pride of the Vishons: their crack killer squad.

I started across the floor to the stairs, but paused when I noticed Herkon’s belligerent stare. He’d never worked with me directly, and I could tell he was trying to decide whether to say something. The wheels of bears grind slowly, and in some cases, none the finer for that.

Usually they figure out the respect I’m owed from just a stare. The bears run about six inches to a foot taller than I am, and probably weigh at least twice what I do, but not many of them can hold a stare with me. There are only two that can do it through something other than brash youth and ignorance.

Never underestimate the power of brash youth and ignorance. “How is he going to help us?” Herkon protested to Feron. “He doesn’t look that smart.”

It’s an image I cultivate intentionally. I don’t take good care of myself, and one ear was chewed up pretty badly when I was a cub. I wear the rattiest clothes I can get away with. My white fur stays dirty, and my pink eyes and nose make me look chronically ill. That’s fine. There are very few things that give you more power than being underestimated.

“Well, you don’t look that dumb,” I snapped. “Maybe there’s a lesson for both of us there.”

He turned to me, and his gaze faltered for the first time. Feron and the others were watching with a bit of amusement. Herkon must have sensed that. Indignation warred with common sense; I could see the battle in his expression.

“Tell you what,” I said. “You sit there and think of a comeback. I’m going to go fix your problem.” I left him there with his muzzle open and walked up the stairs.

Callon is a cool customer most of the time. I could hear him pacing across the landing, but he stopped when he heard my tread on the stairs. “Wolf.”

“Callon. What’s the problem?”

Through the open door of one bedroom I could smell blood and see a couple limbs askew. Garon had told me that it was a hit on a snowshoe that had gotten complicated. He was keeping watch downstairs, but he had distinctly heard two different voices yelling for help. All he knew beyond that was that Callon had abruptly ordered the others downstairs and told Garon to come get me.

He indicated the open door with a paw. “Standard hit, at least as these things go.” It wasn’t that common to have to kill someone, but when you have thousands of clients, you can usually count on at least one or two a month leaving you no other choice. “The hare was selling us out to the Shivers. We played dumb for a while,” one of the things they’re best at, “and then came in tonight. But she had company, a wolf. We thought he was a Shiver at first. I guess he still might be. That’s problem number one. He said he was just a hired ‘escort.’”

“What happened?”

Callon at least had the courtesy to pretend to look uncomfortable when discussing the torture of a member of my species. “Well, Herkon and Feron were, uh, playing with him … we probably weren’t gonna kill him. Just, you know, scare him.” That might or might not be true. Probably depended on how much fun they’d had cutting the snowshoe’s throat. “But then while Herkon, uh, had him, he suddenly yelled ‘Get back!’ and lunged at the door. Herkon grabbed him, he bit Herkon’s side, and Herkon just grabbed his head and twisted it away. Uh.. broke his neck.” He looked away and scratched his ears.

“He’s not a Shiver, then,” I said. “A Shiver would’ve taken some more valuable part of Herkon.”

“Yeah.” He nodded slowly, and looked at the closed door.

I followed his gaze. “Who was he yelling to?”

“Uh.. his kid.”

A kid? What kind of escort brought his kid along with him? “Oh, Wolf help me.”

“Yeah. That’s what I said.”

I gave him a bit of a crooked smile at the joke. “How old? Did anyone else see him?”

He shook his head. “I don’t think so. I got out here first, but the door was closed before the others even turned around.”

“You didn’t go in after him?”

He looked at me directly then. “I don’t do kids.”

This was a slight surprise, I’ll admit. Callon is a pretty heartless bastard, and I was pretty sure he had offed a cub or two in the past. I gathered from his treatment of this problem not only that he had developed a few more ethics than I would’ve credited him with, but also that he rather suspected at least one bear on his team of lacking said ethics. Of course, he’d still shrugged off the murder of the kid’s perfectly innocent father. Wolf knows what they’d been doing to him, or planned to. I certainly didn’t want to.

“So, problem number two: neutralize the kid.”

“I told you, I don’t do kids.”

“I didn’t say ‘kill,’ you numbskull. I said ‘neutralize.’” He blinked at me. “We don’t want him talking to the police, or the enforcers if they happen to get interested, and I’m betting they will.” Again I was running up against the big advantage the Shivers had over the Vishons: agents within the enforcers. They always had one or two going, though they were careful not to be too active. Mostly they’d pass along information. So the big concern here was not that the bears would get arrested, but that the Shiver agents would figure out the identities of the killers and take matters back to Tyrrrix for handling. And the Shiver assassins were better than ours.

He nodded, but still looked uneasy. I knew what he was worried about. “Problem number three: get the rest of the team out of the way without them knowing about the kid.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s the easy part. Go downstairs and take them back to the Mammoth right now. Tell Luke I’m handling the situation and to stay at the bottom of the stairs.” I ran some estimates in my head. “Tell him I’ll be down ten minutes after you all leave.”

“Thanks, Wolf. I knew you’d handle it.”

I shrugged. “It’s what I do. Now get gone. Tell Rosson I’ll have a report for him tomorrow morning.”

He nodded, and lumbered down the stairs. I sat on the landing to wait, listening to his rumble, the shuffling out the door, and then the silence. Looking at the closed door, I realized he hadn’t told me how old the kid was. A five-year-old cub was going to be a slightly different matter than a fourteen-year-old one.

I sorted out strategies for a minute or two. There was still the matter of the dead wolf, but the cub took precedence. My thoughts were interrupted by the door opening. Through the narrow crack, I saw a blue eye peer out at about my waist height, and then the door closed again.

More information. So he was about seven or eight. Okay, I could handle that. I stood, stretched, and knocked on the door. No response.

“I’m going to come in,” I called, “but I’m not going to hurt you. Okay?” It was possible the kid would make a run for it, but he wouldn’t get past Lukon if he did.

Slowly, I eased the door open. The room on the other side was mostly bare. There were a couple cushions here and there, and some pieces of paper with colorful drawings on them. The wax pencils lay scattered between the papers. On one of the cushions, the kid was sitting, knees drawn up, tail curled tightly around his ankles.

He was grey on the top of his muzzle, dark grey on his ears and tail shading to black on the tips of each, and his eyes were a soft, bright blue. What I could see of the lower part of his muzzle looked white, as were his paws. Both ears were laid back flat, and those eyes were wide and scared. His whiskers trembled as he watched me come in, but he didn’t move otherwise.

I closed the door behind me and sat down with my back to it. “The bears are gone,” I said softly.

He didn’t move. After a second, he said in a small whimper, “Is my daddy okay?”

His eyes pleaded with me. Unexpectedly, I found myself wanting to say “yes,” even though it would have been a lie. “No. I’m sorry.”

I watched his face crumple. He pushed his head down between his knees and shook with muffled sobs. Quiet, desperate crying, not the howling of pain and injustice that Wolf knows he was entitled to.

Walking over to him was barely a conscious decision. Usually I think out my every move, and often I have had to be cold and calculating. This time, that simply wasn’t an option. I knelt beside him and pulled him against me, and although he didn’t stop crying, he did lean into my embrace.

I calculated that I had about four minutes before Lukon would start worrying, nine before he came up to investigate. It was imperative that I get the cub out of here soon, and I thought it would be best if he didn’t see any more bears for a little bit.

“Hey,” I said softly, stroking his ears. He didn’t move his head, but his ears perked up to listen. “We need to get you out of here. Do you think you can come with me for a little while?”

No response. He just kept crying into his fur. I hugged him, then let go, which was more difficult than I’d expected. “I’ll be right back. Just wait here, okay?”

This time, I got a muffled “uh-huh” through the sobs. Good enough. I walked quickly to the door and slipped out, closing it behind me.

Lukon was at the bottom of the stairs. I held a finger to my muzzle to stop him from talking. “Listen,” I said softly, “You’re going to have to take the publics back. I need the transport.” I handed him enough credits for public transport fare.

Good reliable Lukon, best of assistants. He just nodded and handed me the starter. “Anything else?” he asked in the same quiet tone I’d used.

“Turn up the heat in the spare bedroom at my place. I’m going to have a guest for a couple weeks.”

“Got it. See you there, boss.” He turned without another word and plodded to the door. I locked it behind him and went back upstairs.

The body of the snowshoe hare lay on the bed, and most of the blood was hers. I ignored her. The wolf lay sprawled on the floor. With a glance at the closed door of the other bedroom, I knelt at his side.

He was naked, lying on his stomach with his head twisted at an impossible angle. The sightless eyes were blue enough that I could tell where the cub had gotten his from. He was really rather striking; his lower muzzle and what I could see of his underside were a well-groomed white, and soft charcoal grey shaded to a black mane running down his shoulders. His tail, swept to one side, looked clean and fluffy as well. Looking in that direction, I thought I caught a glimpse of blood on his thighs, so I turned back to stare at his muzzle. I didn’t need to know any more about what the bears had been doing.

He was almost certainly an escort. Shivers might be vain, but this wolf took exceptional care of his looks. The scent I could smell beneath the harsh aroma of bear was pleasant and relaxing, and definitely artificial. A Shiver might possibly have cleaned himself up just for a date, but artificial scent was a pretty specialized industry. If he were a Shiver, he’d have used something more powerful and aggressive.

Satisfied, I stood up, casting about the room for any other clues. A silk robe lay folded on the dresser; a quick whiff told me that it was his. I searched the pockets quickly and found a small card that bore only the company name (“Predator Escorts”), their tagline (“Companions with teeth”), and a contact number. I pocketed the card for future checking out. It might be a Shiver front, but I didn’t really think so.

As I walked to the door, I glanced down at the unfortunate wolf. His eyes seemed to be looking at me, and one arm was flung toward the closed bedroom door, reaching for the cub he would never see again. I paused, then squatted down beside him.

“He’ll be safe. I promise.” I whispered the words impulsively, and then gently closed his eyes and commended his soul to Wolf’s pack. Risky, touching the scene of a crime, but I felt he deserved the respect. Anyway, my scent was kept intentionally faint; I doubted any of the enforcers could pick it out of the thick haze of bear and blood that filled the room. I closed the door behind me as I left.

The cub was sitting in the same position when I opened the door. He didn’t even look up to see me. “Come on,” I said. “I need you to be brave, okay? Can you come with me?”

He looked up then, but still didn’t move. I felt sorry for him, but we needed to get out of there. I took one small paw in mine and tugged gently. He came to his feet, but just stood there despondently, looking at the floor. I managed to tug him along for two steps before he stopped again.

This would take forever. “Okay, c’mere.” I knelt down and grabbed him around the waist. He circled my neck—instinctively, I guess—and I hoisted him up, supporting him in my arms. He was lighter than I would have thought.

I started for the door, but he lurched to one side, crying, “My pictures.”

I sighed. “Okay.” I let him down, and he gathered them up, along with the wax pencils, much more slowly than I would’ve liked. I hoped he would walk out on his own after that, but he came up to me and held his arms out again.

Nobody was visible in the street outside. I chanced it, running to the transport with him. He was breathing hard and looking panicked when we got there. “Hey, it’s okay,” I said, putting him down in the snow. “This is my car.”

He ignored it, looking back at the house. His eyes were filling with tears again. I guess I couldn’t blame him.

We got into the transport without much trouble. He scrambled in when I opened the door, but kept his nose pressed to the window, looking at the house where his father was, even after I pulled away and into the street. Only after I turned the corner did he sit down, crying more freely now, not even bothering to wipe his eyes or nose.

“It’s going to be okay, kid,” I said softly, watching the road ahead. I hate driving. Everything’s white and grey and there are no landmarks to speak of. I know the streets okay, but I have to pay attention.

He kept crying. “What’s your name?” I had to ask two more times before he sniffled and said, “Perrin.”

“That’s a nice name. Is your mommy … do you have a mommy?”

He shook his head and sniffled. “Mommy went to Wolf’s pack.”

I’d suspected as much, but I needed to be sure there weren’t any other relatives who were going to miss him. “Just you and your daddy?”

He nodded, and started crying again, louder. I focused on driving so I wouldn’t miss a turn.

“Where do you go to school?” I asked when the crying subsided a bit.

“The Pits.” His eyes were focused down at the paper and pencils he was clutching.

“Which compound?”

“One forty-eight. Block five.” He said it mechanically. Made to memorize it in case he got lost or an accident happened far from home.

“Any friends there?” Two, three… there was the turn. I eased the transport around the corner and pulled up at the gate. Sherfon started to lumber out through the snow, then saw me through the window and opened the gate, waving me through.

I glanced down at Perrin again, but he was just looking out the window. If he’d answered me at all, it had been with a gesture I’d missed. I decided to let it go, for now. I doubted anyone would come looking for him. Disappearances were common out in the compounds.

Once inside the Vishon compound, I knew my way around well enough. My house was on the fringe, away from the others. I liked being away from the main centers of activity, and as I was able, I’d redone the interior, added the third fastest datalink on the planet, and built a small garage onto it.

The garage came in handy for times like now, when I didn’t want people to see what I was taking from the transport to the house, or vice versa. I pulled in easily, and felt the small relief that always hits me when I get home safely. Even so, I waited for the automatic door to close before I got out. The transport’s lights provided enough light to see by until I could get to the light switch and flip it on.

Perrin was still huddled in the passenger seat, looking around at the empty garage. I don’t keep anything of value in here, because it stays open when I’m away. The door into the house is retina-keyed and alarmed, so I don’t worry about intrusion. Much.

“Come on, Perrin.” I waved him forward. He hesitated, then slid out of the transport. For a moment, he just stood there, looking around, papers clutched to his chest, pencils in his fist, and then he walked over to me and looked up. “You’re going to stay here for a little while,” I said. “You’ll have your own room.”

He just looked up with those clear blue eyes. I couldn’t think of anything else to tell him, so I stepped up to the retinal scan and waited for the click and whoosh of the door opening.

He followed me in and up the stairs. The house was made up of two standard houses slapped together, with the common wall removed. I led him up the second staircase and opened the door to the room on the right.

From time to time, I’ve had to accommodate guests, so I keep a spare room ready. There’s a small bed, a dresser with a mirror, and a chair in one corner. “Here you go,” I said, waving him into the room.

He started in, and then hesitated on the threshold.

“What’s the matter?” He fidgeted, looking down at his paws, and said something in a whisper. I knelt down to be more at his level. “What was that?”

“I’m hungry.”

I nodded. “Me too. Why don’t you leave your stuff there and take a short nap, and when Luke gets home we’ll have something to eat. You like fish?”

I was trying to be funny, but he just shrugged. “It’s okay.”

“Well, fish it is, then.” I patted him on the shoulder.

He gave me a soft, sad look, and then walked into the room. I saw him put his paper and pencils on the chair, then stand on tiptoe to look into the mirror. His eyes met mine.

“What’s your name?” he said, clearly enough for me to hear it.

I considered. The bears call me Wolf. Lukon calls me Boss. Nobody else had addressed me in a very long time. “You can call me Spook,” I said.

He nodded, and I closed the door.

What was I going to do with him? I sat down at the dataport while I waited for Lukon. I could go down to the Vishon school to get work for him to do so he could stay busy, and eventually he’d have to go to a foster family. I chewed my lip thinking about that dilemma. Usually he’d go to a childless family in his own compound, but I wasn’t sure we could risk that. If we went too soon, there’d be questions from the enforcers. Too late, and they’d be wondering where he’d been. Even if they didn’t, people who knew him could always ask what had happened to his father, and knowing his father’s identity, could re-open an investigation. The risk was small but present.

Foster placement was less risky but still entailed too many questions. If we went to one of the groups that placed cubs outside their compound with other childless families, I couldn’t just leave him at their door. There would be questions about his background, about my background, and I didn’t want to deal with those.

That left an orphanage. There were a few I knew about that wouldn’t ask questions. My claws hesitated over the keyboard. He would probably be okay in an orphanage. Wouldn’t get teased and pushed around by the other kids. After all, he wasn’t an albino wolf. He wasn’t a spook.

I recognized the thoughts forming in my head and pushed them roughly aside. The cub would stay here for one month and then he would have to move on. He’d be fine in one of those orphanages. I’d decide which one later.

There was going to be a scene at dinner, I realized, when Perrin met Lukon. He was already half traumatized by bears; he would probably react badly to seeing one again. To head that off, I slipped upstairs while Lukon was making dinner.

He was crying quietly again; I could hear him before I knocked. At the sound, he stopped, sniffled, and said, “Come in.”

I opened the door. “Hi.”

He wiped his nose. “Hi.”

I sat on the bed beside him. “Dinner’s almost ready. Is there anything else you want here? Clothes, toys…”

“I want my daddy.”

Should’ve been prepared for that, but I wasn’t, and the image of his father lying twisted on the floor rose before me. I fought the pangs I shouldn’t have felt. “I know,” I said softly, and then, because I couldn’t think of anything else to say, “C’mere.”

He leaned gratefully into me, or perhaps I was imagining the gratitude. “It’s okay to cry,” I said, but he already was. Not the loud, harsh sobs from the car ride, or the muffled sobs from the house, but a steady flow of quiet, resigned tears. I stroked the fur between his ears and held him for as long as he needed it.

Finally, he sat back and looked up at me. “He’s not coming back.”

I shook my head. “I’m sorry. But he … he asked me to take care of you.”

That seemed to have more of an effect than anything else I’d said. He tilted his muzzle and regarded me carefully, then placed his little paw over mine. “He didn’t like it when I had to be alone,” he said.

“You shouldn’t be. You can stay here for a while.” Gently, I closed my paw over his.

“Can we have dinner now?”

I squeezed his paw and nodded. “Yes. It’s almost ready. But I have to tell you something first.” His ears came up slowly. “Someone else is joining us for dinner. He’s kind of my assistant, and he does the cooking. His name is Lukon.” He nodded, following but not understanding. “He’s a bear.”

His eyes widened at that. “But a nice bear,” I said hurriedly. “He won’t hurt you.”

“Was he one of the ones who…?”

“No. He wasn’t even there.”

His paw relaxed a bit in mine. “You promise?”

I smiled. “I promise. While you’re in this house, I won’t let anything happen to you.”

He followed me down the stairs. I felt him hesitate when he saw Lukon standing by the table in the dining room, but it was only for a moment. I pulled out a chair for him, but had to find some books for him to sit on so that he could reach the table. Once at the table, he kept his eyes down as though tired, but his kicking feet and tail wrapped tightly around his waist betrayed his mood.

“Perrin, this is Lukon,” I said. Lukon had waited to sit down until I was seated, as he always did. My protests had subsided over the years to a meaningful glance, which he invariably ignored.

He bowed slightly before sitting down and said in his deep rumble, “A pleasure to meet you, Perrin.”

The cub glanced up, but didn’t say anything. Lukon glanced at me and I gave him a somber nod to indicate he should let it go. He nodded back and sat down.

He had made a lot of food, as usual—fresh fish, some vegetables, and a sweet sort of bread. He’d given Perrin a huge portion, more than I thought the kid could eat.

He hadn’t even started, though he said he was hungry, and I thought maybe he was intimidated by the portion. “Go ahead,” I said. “It’s all yours.”

“Aren’t we going to thank Wolf?” he said in a small voice.

Lukon stopped with a fork halfway to his muzzle. I started to explain that Lukon didn’t believe in Wolf, then reconsidered and figured that the cub needed to keep a few things from his former life. “Sure,” I said. “Go ahead.”

“Me?” His eyes widened, but I gave him an encouraging nod, and he clasped his paws together and looked up. “Wolf, we give you thanks for the prey you send our way. Brighten our eyes to see it, speed our paws to catch it, and sharpen our teeth to take it.”

It was a variation I hadn’t heard before, but I looked up with paws clasped and nodded anyway. It doesn’t really matter in what manner you express reverence to Wolf; He doesn’t stand on ceremony. I hadn’t said thanks since the orphanage, but now I added a quick thought of my own while we had Wolf’s ear, asking Him to watch over the cub.

Lukon looked awkward during the short prayer, then glanced at me for permission to eat once it was over. Perrin noticed, and said gravely, “We can eat now.”

The bear dug right in. Perrin tried a tentative bite of fish. His ears perked as he chewed, and soon he was eating with gusto. I couldn’t help but grin. He’d obviously never tasted anything like Lukon’s cooking. We get fresh fish most of the time, decent vegetables, and the bears down the street bake—

“What’s this?” He held up the piece of bread.

“It’s bread. It’s grains baked with some honey.”

“Honey?” He tilted his muzzle and ears.

I smiled. “It’s good. Try some.”

He bit into it, chewed, and seemed to think about it. Then he crammed the whole piece into his muzzle. Once he’d swallowed, he took a big gulp of water. “I like bread,” he announced.

I ate my own bread, savoring the flavor as if for the first time. Perrin had at least temporarily forgotten his father, it seemed, and the enjoyment he was getting from his meal was infectious. Lukon exchanged a smile with me, obviously proud that the cub liked his cooking so much.

“I’m glad you like the food, Perrin,” he said carefully, and the cub stopped eating to look up at him. “While you’re staying here, just let me know if there’s anything you want.”

Perrin nodded, said, “Thank you,” politely, and then seemed to look around the dining room for the first time. “This is a nice house.”

“Thank you,” I said. I did most of the decorating myself. Nothing fancy—a couple paintings of landscapes and an abstract sculpture in the corner. I can’t really afford a nice carpet, but the one I have is soft and keeps my paws warm and quiet.

Lukon leaned over and whispered, “It’s supposed to be haunted, you know.”

Perrin’s eyes got wide. I glared at Lukon and he shut up.

“Haunted how?”

I shook my head. “It’s just a story. I’ll tell you later.” It’s not much of a story, to be honest. The former residents of the house thought they’d seen a spirit bear wandering through the kitchen moaning a word they said was either “blood” or “food.” The bears can be superstitious, and so the house had been vacant for fifteen years before I moved in. In the ten years or so since then, the only bear I’d seen wandering through the kitchen was Lukon, and he’d never said “blood.” That didn’t mean there weren’t ghosts here, just that I’d never seen them. In fact, some bears thought that I was little more than a ghost myself, due to my fur and my reclusive nature, and I rather liked that image.

If Perrin were interested in ghost stories, I’d tell him where the bears thought the spirit bear came from—that a former Vishon leader had suspected his son of plotting against him and locked him in the cellar until he starved to death. I didn’t buy the story—not that the Vishons were above that (or below it), but I’d examined the cellar, and though it was musty, there was no smell of bear in it, nor was there a lock on the door.

On second thought, maybe I’d make up something better.

Perrin had returned to his dinner, and was working his way steadily through the plate. Lukon ate slowly, and his plate was twice the size of the others, so I was the first one done. Usually I would head over to the dataport to check on the news while Luke finished, but tonight I thought I’d wait.

It didn’t take him long to clean his plate. He started to hold it to his muzzle to lick it clean, then froze and looked at me. “Go ahead,” I said. “It’ll save Lukon some work later.”

He nodded and cleaned it off, then set it back down. Though he’d licked his muzzle, he still had some food clinging to it. I reached over to wipe it away, and though he flinched at first, he let me do it.

“Do you want any more?” Lukon asked, still working his way through his plate.

Perrin shook his head. “No thank you,” he said softly. “May I please be excused?”

I looked at him, a bit puzzled. “Excused?”

“From the table. Can I go upstairs?”

“Oh. Sure.”

He slid off the chair and gave a small smile. “Thank you for the dinner, Mr. Lukon. It was very nice.”

“You’re welcome,” Lukon rumbled. Perrin turned and padded quietly up the stairs.

I waited until I heard the bedsprings creak. He didn’t close the door. “Haunted?”

“I’m sorry, Boss. I couldn’t think of anything else to say. I thought cubs liked ghost stories. My sister’s cubs do, and they’re about the same age.”

“He’s been through a very rough day,” I said. “He saw his father assaulted by Herkon. He might have seen him killed. I’m not sure.”

Lukon’s eyes widened. He glanced up at the bedroom. “Poor cub. How long is he staying?”

I tapped a claw on the table restlessly. “I don’t know. I need to find somewhere where he’ll be safe but where he won’t be exposed to enforcers or anyone else who’ll ask him about his past.”

“Is he gonna be okay?”

“Okay?” I returned from going over options in my head.

“Yeah, I mean … losing his dad like that, it’s hard. Might screw him up.”

“Everyone on this iceball is screwed up.”

He didn’t grin. “I know, boss. But some folks are tough, and some folks ain’t so tough.”

“Hmm.” I thought that one over. I’d been thinking I would just wait and see how he managed, but Lukon’s words made me wonder if I shouldn’t get a professional opinion sooner. I know some psychology, but mostly adult. I had no idea how to judge whether a cub was going to make it through a personal trauma.

He shrugged and kept eating. “Just sayin’, is all.”

“Thanks, Luke. It’s a good point.” He gave me a slight smile at that.

When I didn’t continue the conversation, he said, “Was that the problem?”

I nodded. “Callon spotted him. The others didn’t.”

“Who killed his father?”

“Herkon.”

He grimaced. “I don’t like that one.” His ears swiveled up slowly. “Oh. That reminds me, I wanted to tell you, Boss, he was the one talkin’ about you while you were upstairs.”

“What did he say?”

“The usual.” He shrugged. “But he was pretty worked up.”

I tapped my claws on the table again. After I’d shown him up, of course he’d be talking me down. Probably nothing to worry about. But I’d make a note of it anyway. I stood up. “I think I’m going to check into counselors. See if there are any I can take him to.”

Lukon nodded. “Want me to go put him to bed?”

“No. I’ll do it.”

There were a couple counselors amongst the bears, but I didn’t really want to take Perrin to one of them. For the obvious reason, but also because I didn’t want it to become too common knowledge that he was staying here. Bears have been known to take things into their own paws against my better judgment, and I still hadn’t told Rosson what had happened, or gotten his orders on what to do. I scanned the dataport, and then remembered an odd figure I’d met a couple years back, on cleanup for a job. He’d been on the scene when I arrived, and once we’d done the usual posturing, we’d talked for a little. He had some odd behaviors, but said he was a psychiatrist … now, what was his name? Ah. Right.

The ‘port showed that he was no longer renting an office. Hard times, I thought. Working out of his home. It was a little more trouble, though not much, to find his home address. I browsed some libraries on child psych while I was at it, and a couple of them mentioned letting the cub do drawings.

I glanced over at the bedroom, attracted by a movement, and saw Perrin sitting in the doorway of his room, watching me. I got up and walked up the stairs to him.

“Everything okay, Perrin? Are you tired?”

He nodded. I reached down for his paw. “Well, let’s get to bed, then, okay?”

He clasped my paw and got to his feet slowly. We walked into the room to the bed, and as we did, I noticed a few more drawings on the floor. Perrin hopped up into bed, and I pulled the sheets up around his shoulders.

“Say, I like these drawings. Can I take a couple?”

He nodded, and I crouched down to get two of the newer ones. When I stood, he was looking at me expectantly. I didn’t know what else to do. “So … good night. Sleep well.” His eyes got a bit wider and sadder, so I sat down on the bed. “What’s the matter, kid?” Besides the obvious, of course.

“My … daddy always kissed me good night and sang me a song.”

I can’t sing. “Do you know the song? Maybe you can teach it to me so I can sing it.”

He just shook his head. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t know any songs.” I looked at him for a moment longer and then leaned over and brushed my muzzle between his ears. “Good night, Perrin.”

I stood up, but he started to cry. His little paw clutched at my arm. “S-spook?”

“What is it?”

“P-please stay with me?”

“Here?”

He looked around the room. “I’m afraid.”

“Of what?” But he didn’t answer. Sighing, I sat down on the bed and brushed my paw across his ears soothingly, over and over, until his breathing settled and he finally fell asleep.

My own sleep, when it came, was broken in the middle of the night. I sat up in bed. Lukon’s snoring came through the wall from the other room. I cast about the room for scents and found the cub, standing between my bed and the open door. He was whimpering softly.

I leaned across the bed. “Perrin?”

“I had a … a bad dream,” he whispered.

What had I done when I had a bad dream? Lain awake ‘til dawn. He was expecting something more from me, though, and I didn’t have to be fully awake to figure it out. “Want to come sleep here?”

He nodded and scrambled up into the bed beside me. I wrapped an arm around him and held his little shaking form until he rested. It took me a bit longer to fall asleep. I haven’t ever had someone fall asleep in bed with me, and the feeling was odd. He kept shifting, which would snap me back to alertness, and then I’d have to try to relax again. Each minute dragged on in the quiet darkness, and yet I didn’t resent him for my wakefulness; I felt curiously warm at his innocent trust.

When I did finally get to sleep, it felt like it was only for a second before he was stirring, waking up beside me. I woke enough to notice him, but was too tired to reach full consciousness. He squirmed around a little, and then I dozed off again, and when I woke up, he was sitting on the floor playing with his wax pencils. As I yawned and stretched, he looked up at me. I smiled back.

“Feeling better?” He nodded. “Hungry?” He nodded again. “Well, let me get cleaned up and we’ll see what Luke’s got for us this morning.”

I got out of bed and went down to the main room, Perrin trailing behind me. Lukon looked up from the news feed. “Morning, Boss. Rosson left a message to see him this morning.”

“Yeah, I remember. I’ll go after breakfast.”

He chuckled. “Coming right up.”

I managed to stop Perrin from following me into the bathroom, and took a nice, long shower. When I finished cleaning up and dressing, Perrin and Lukon were already sitting at the table and eating. Lukon gave me an apologetic glance, but I shrugged. He usually waits for me, but I don’t insist on it.

Perrin finished while I was still eating, and watched me for a little while before saying, “You’re going to go?”

I nodded. “I have to go see someone today.”

“Can I come?”

“I don’t think so.”

He started to sniffle again. “But I don’t want to be alone!”

“Lukon will be here.” Lukon smiled at Perrin, but stayed quiet.

“B-but I want to stay with you!” He started to wail louder. “I wa-ant to staaaay!” He slid off his chair and onto the floor, where he kicked and cried.

I looked at Lukon, at a loss. He shrugged and gestured to the door. “I’ll take care of him,” he said in an undertone. “At least I can run over to my sister’s and…”

“No. Don’t leave him alone, okay?”

“Oh.” He nodded. “Okay, boss.”

I crouched down beside Perrin. “Perrin, I’m going to leave, but I’ll be back.”

“No! No! No! No! No!!” He grabbed my ankle. I had to pry his paw loose, which made him cry harder. I felt bad for him, and annoyed at him, but I didn’t know what to do. I left as quickly as I could.

Rosson was at the Mammoth, an overheated, badly decorated restaurant from which he ran the Vishon operations. He had an operations room in the back and some other, less savory private rooms. I stayed out of those, and hopefully always would.

He was seated in the back room when I arrived. He was always in the back room. I was one of the few who knew that he actually had a home, and one of the fewer who had been inside.

Derion announced me, and Rosson smiled as I walked in. “Hello, Wolf. Wine?”

Even compared to the deep bass of the other bears, Rosson’s voice had a deep richness to it. Perhaps it was the way he drawled out his words, infusing each one with significance. Perhaps his immense chest and throat actually allowed him to speak in a lower timbre, and that was what got into your paws and made them shiver. In any case, even though he was getting on in years, he was no more to be trifled with than he was in his prime. He was big, even for a bear, and the loose drape of his customary silver robe did nothing to hide the muscles he still kept in excellent condition.

I nodded. “Thank you.”

He decanted a glass and slid it across the table to me. “How is Lukon?”

“Admirable,” I replied. “And how is Mirianna?”

“Lovely,” he said. “She does not seem to age.”

“How lucky you are.” I smiled and raised my glass to him before taking a sip.

We both drank, and then he set his glass down. “Tell me about yesterday.”

“Garon came to get me. They’d been sent to terminate a snowshoe and she had company, a male wolf. Herkon killed him. Callon was worried the wolf was a Shiver, and he also spotted the wolf’s cub, who was in the other bedroom. I sent them all away and checked out the wolf. I don’t believe he was a Shiver.” I produced the business card. “The escort thing seems real. Also, he didn’t look like a Shiver. He looked like an escort.”

“Which is how a Shiver posing as an escort would look.”

“That presumes that they knew we were going to attack, and if they knew, they would have been better prepared.”

He nodded. “Proceed.”

“I brought the cub to my house and he’s there now. He hasn’t spoken to any enforcers or anyone but myself and Lukon.”

“Why is the cub still alive?”

This was the question I knew I was going to have trouble answering. “Callon made the initial decision. If the wolf wasn’t a Shiver, then the cub isn’t a Shiver and there’s no need to terminate him. I respected that decision.”

He grunted. “He’s a witness to an operation and dangerous to us.”

I shook my head. “I am going to personally assure you that he will not be dangerous. I’m going to find a safe location for him.”

“I would be more assured if he were unable to speak.”

I had to tread lightly here. “I am certain that I can find an acceptable alternative solution.”

“If he is going to remain alive, I would prefer him to remain under your supervision.”

Under my… “But I think that would impair my effectiveness as—”

“I would prefer that he not be a problem at all. I would have preferred not to be having this discussion at all.”

I blinked. “I didn’t have a weapon. What was I supposed to do, choke him?”

“I have been meaning to speak to you about that. From now on, you will carry a gun.”

“To kill cubs?”

“If necessary. Also to defend yourself.”

I took another drink of wine. “I really don’t like guns. What if I get stopped with one?”

“You have not been caught yet. I am willing to take that risk.” He smiled at me.

“Lukon has one. Isn’t that enough?”

He shook his head. “No.”

And that was that. He had one all ready for me and I had to take it, and our talk was over. “Go see Wesson and he’ll let you into the armory. He knows which one is yours. You’ll practice with it once a week,” he told me as I was leaving.

I didn’t need Wesson’s help to get into the armory, but it was best to follow procedure when possible. He was a small, amiable bear who recognized me, though we’d never met, and knew what I was there for without being told. We walked over to the armory together in silence, and I watched him unlock the heavy steel door.

Inside, he lumbered around the neatly organized stacks of weapons and picked a gun out of a drawer. His paws were surprisingly graceful as he handed it to me. I touched the metal thing gingerly and then hefted it in my paw. It felt heavy and dead, and I hated it.

“Is this standard? It looks small.”

He grunted. “Smallest we have. You’ve got wolf paws. Bear paws take bigger guns.”

Made sense. I noticed a rack near the front of the armory where three guns were hanging, bigger than mine, each one bearing the name of a Vishon I knew. I touched Callon’s with a paw. “These personalized?”

“Yeah. You want a label?”

I shook my head. “Not even a little. So they keep the guns here? I thought they just brought them in for cleaning.”

“Rosson don’t like guns walking around.”

“But I can keep mine?”

He scratched his head. “That’s what he said, all right.”

“All right. So how do I use this thing?” Wesson gave me a few instructions and we set my first practice date.

Walking out, I thought about Rosson again. It was obvious what he wanted. He wanted me to go home and do what he thought I should have done yesterday: shoot Perrin. The only alternative he’d left me was to keep him. Oh, I was sure I could find a place to put the cub that would satisfy him, but it might not be for a while longer now. Rosson was betting that I couldn’t fit the cub into my life, that rather than change my life and habits, I would kill him.

He didn’t lose many bets, but he’d lose this one.

I stowed the gun in the transport and drove carefully down through the residential sectors to the address I’d noted the previous night. The bears didn’t go out much, because everyone knew who and what they were. I liked wandering the streets, watching the residents scrape out a living. Looking for particularly depressed pockets and identifying them as new potential markets was the primary reason for it, but I also liked to watch the ebb and flow of life in the compounds. This compound was suddenly a bit richer; research showed that one of the inhabitants had been promoted and had hired two of her friends to better jobs. That compound had not filled a vacant house in over a year; families, it turned out, had been leaving and so there were no children to take over the houses. It all made sense when you looked at it with the right perspective.

The psychiatrist’s compound was no better nor worse than any of its neighbors. Squalid housing, wretched conditions, and people patching together the scraps of their dignity to make a life. I parked in a general lot and walked the half mile back to the house, keeping to alleys and shadows. I left the gun in the transport; Rosson would never know, and I would be worse than useless with it until I had some practice anyway.

After double-checking the address, I snooped around the windows. He and his daughter were at home, but upstairs. I let myself in through a downstairs window and padded around their living room, sniffing and examining. They were getting by, like most other families. Having only two to feed was a slight advantage. The food I could smell wasn’t particularly appetizing, and the furniture was sparse. I was leaning on a chair when I heard a door open upstairs.

I barely had time to arrange myself nonchalantly in the chair before a young female snow leopard came down the stairs, rubbing her eyes sleepily. She missed me at first, then stopped, her fur bristling out as she stared at me.

“Who the hell are you?”

“I’m here to see your father.”

“He’s sleeping. Now get out before I call the police.”

I shrugged and smiled. “Please wake him up. Melody, is it?”

She stared at me. “I mean it. Get out.” She moved a paw toward a button on the wall.

“Come now, Melody. You know they won’t be here for a good hour at most. I’ll be gone well before then anyway.” I smiled. “I don’t mean any harm. I just need to talk to your father.”

She wavered. “My name’s Harmony.”

“Ah. My apologies.”

“Do you know my father?”

“Yes, we’ve met. Hello, Jecin.” He was waiting at the top of the stairs, out of sight, but the wave of his scent hit me just then.

He chuckled and came down the stairs. “I didn’t remember you at first. You looked like—well, never mind.” He put a paw on Harmony’s shoulder. “It’s okay, sweetheart. Why don’t you go back upstairs for a bit?”

She bristled. “I want to stay, dad.”

He shook his head. “I’d prefer you not. If he’s here, it’s probably not pleasant.” I stayed quiet. “Please, honey.”

She glared at me, then spun and marched up the stairs, making a big show of slamming the bedroom door.

Jecin followed her with a look full of affection, then turned to me and smiled wryly. “At that difficult age. Course, it seems like all the ages are difficult in one way or another.” He sat down in an adjacent chair. “I never did get your name.”

I shook my head. “No, you didn’t.”

He paused, and then grinned. “Well, fine. What brings you here? I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”

“You told me you’re a psychiatrist.”

“I was. I’m not any more.”

I digested that information for a moment. “You still have the training, right? They didn’t take that away when you stopped practicing?”

He chuckled. “Yes. So you’ve finally realized that you need help?”

“Ha ha. I’m not here to discuss my life. It’s a cub I’m worried about.”

His ears perked up. “A cub? I don’t know anything about cub psych.”

“You must know something.”

“Well, the basics, but really, there are people trained in it.” He shook his head. “Circle knows the cubs on this planet need it.”

“This one’s a special case. He’s in my care for the moment…”

“Then he needs more help than I can give.” He grinned at me, flush with the leverage of having something I wanted.

“Believe me, I’m doing my best to remedy that situation. But he saw his father killed. I just want to know what I should do and whether he’s okay. I brought these.” I handed him the drawings.

He took them, but didn’t look at them. “I told you, I’m not a cub psychiatrist.”

“Just look at them, will you?”

He sighed, and did. “Well … nothing obvious here. He seems to be focusing on his father, naturally enough, but also on a house. Looks like he needs a home.” He gave me back the drawings. “I didn’t need to look at those to tell you that.”

“But he’s not going crazy or anything?”

“Based on two drawings and without even talking to him, no.” He gave me an exasperated look.

I shrugged. “All right. So what should I do with him?”

He sat back and folded his paws together. “Now, grief therapy, that I understand.” His eyes slid away from me and back to the past. “He’ll probably be in shock for a bit, then experience a lot of separation anxiety, and might regress or think about death a lot.”

“He had a nightmare last night.”

“Really?” He looked at me again. “Did he tell you what the nightmare was?”

“No. He just wanted to sleep in my bed.”

“And you let him?” I nodded. “Hm.”

“‘Hm’ what?”

He shrugged. “Could be good in the short term and bad in the long term. I suspect you won’t let him sleep there for long anyway.”

“No, of course not.”

His ears flicked, and he looked directly at me. “You’re not…?”

I blinked and then couldn’t stop my muzzle from twisting in disgust as I caught his meaning. “Good Wolf, no! I’m not a pedophile.”

“All right. Just making sure. Not that I could do anything if you were.”

I shook my head. “So what can I do?”

“Get him back to a regular routine. Back to school, or at least schoolwork. Talk to him about his father. Don’t avoid the subject. Encourage him to talk. Maybe he can write a letter to his father or something.”

“School … he won’t be going back to the Pits.”

“You have access to schools, certainly?”

I nodded. “I’ll have to get work for him to do at home…” I couldn’t see him in the Vishon school, with only bear cubs for classmates.

“He’ll need someone around if he’s going to be isolated from his peers.” I nodded, thinking through the problem. I don’t think out loud when I can help it. Lukon would be able to stay with him some of the time, but I was getting the message: Perrin would need a father figure around, and that was me. “And I don’t think he should go on your scavenging missions.”

I glanced at the snow leopard. He was affecting nonchalance, but the comment was a fishing one. The last time we’d met, it had been in the aftermath of an operation. He was involved with getting to someone before he died, but not to save him. I’d hidden from him initially, but was curious enough about what he was doing to approach him. I never did find out for sure—something to do with a departing soul, as farfetched as that sounded—but he’d initially thought I was after the same thing. Something to do with my white fur. After we’d established that I wasn’t, he was curious about why I was hanging around the site of a murder. I’d let slip a little about the Vishons and that I did that sort of thing often, but no more, and I could sense his curiosity coming back.

The less he knew, the better. I gave him a smile. “I’ll make sure he has someone around.”

His tail twitched with some frustration, but he didn’t let it show otherwise. “Okay. That’s what’s important: stability and communication.”

“I think I can manage that.” I got up and extended a paw.

He rose and shook it, and held it for a moment. His eyes met mine. “You know … when I first met you, I was doing something I thought was very important. It turned out to be … not what I thought it was.” He smiled and let go of my paw. “All I’m saying is that you can change the course of your life. And sometimes, you should think about that.”

I nodded, not really sure what he was getting at other than a veiled hint to me. “Thanks. Mind if I leave through the back?”

“Go right ahead.” He followed me to the window and watched as I slipped through. “I don’t expect I’ll see you again, so goodbye.”

I paused in the snow. “Good bye, and thank you. No, you should not expect to see me, but that doesn’t mean you won’t.” I slipped into the alley before I could catch his rejoinder.

I took the long way back to the house, and though I had to focus on the streets, I could also think about the cub. He needed a stable home, and could I provide that? It seemed I would have to. Rosson wouldn’t tolerate much slacking on my part; in fact, he would probably watch me more closely from now on and have me called in for trivial things, just to make it harder for me to keep Perrin around. I’d have to do what I could within those restrictions. I realized as my mind wandered along those paths that I had already accepted it as a given that Perrin would stay with me for longer than a couple weeks. Something inside me had come to the decision, probably right after Rosson had kicked me out.

That was a lot of responsibility. Just what I didn’t want to be saddled with. Though my work wasn’t usually intrinsically dangerous, I was working for a large criminal Family, and what’s more, I was clearly an outsider among them. Not a day went by that something didn’t remind me of how precarious my position could become. I’d inured myself to it, shrugged off the threats and danger, telling myself that I could handle it, and nobody would miss me if I were gone anyway. That was no longer going to be true. I couldn’t subject Perrin to another tragedy—which would mean I would have to be more careful.

The cub himself was another problem. I couldn’t even remember my parents, much less losing them, and there’d been no parental figure to replace them. I’d always been alone, so it was hard for me to imagine what Perrin might be going through. Despite that, I’d have to help him through it. I considered Jecin’s advice, and came up with a few ideas to try when I got home.

I didn’t see Perrin at first when I walked in. Lukon was stretched out on the floor looking bored, his considerable bulk blocking the staircase.

“What—” I started, and then saw the cub, asleep in the white fur of the bear’s broad back.

Lukon smiled apologetically. “He cried and screamed for the longest time after you left. I finally got him to settle down and we played a bit, and then he fell asleep. I didn’t want to move.”

I grinned and scooped up the cub in my arms. “There. Thank you, Luke.”

He stood, stretched, and brushed himself off. “Oh, it was my pleasure. I’m just sorry I haven’t had time to clean and get lunch ready. I’ll go do that now.” He ambled into the kitchen.

Perrin was stirring, pressing his muzzle against my chest fur. I carried him upstairs and set him in his bed. He yawned as I did. “I’m not sleepy, daddy,” he said, and then opened his eyes and saw me. For a moment he registered shock, then the memory hit and he turned his muzzle away.

“Hey,” I said softly, and placed a paw on his shoulder. “I need to talk to you.”

He looked up and didn’t say anything, but his anger started to fade a little. He relaxed under my paw. I tried to be as soothing as I could, but it wasn’t something I had a lot of practice at.

“How would you like to stay here for a while?”

The tip of his tail twitched, and I saw his expression lighten a bit. “With you?”

I nodded. “Yeah, with me and Luke.”

“I … I guess so,” he said, tail actually starting to wag a bit.

I squeezed his shoulder and smiled. “Then it’s settled. Now, we’re going to have to find out where you were in school. In your studies, I mean. Luke and I will teach you. You won’t be able to go back to the Pits.”

He didn’t seem at all upset by that. If anything, his tail wagged harder. Another problem solved.

Might as well go for the whole package. “Tell me about your father.” He gave me a curious look. “What did you used to do together?”

He looked away. “I dunno.”

“You don’t know?” He shrugged. “I know he said thanks to Wolf before each meal.”

He turned his head, eyes widening. “How’d you know that?”

I just smiled. He’d figure it out eventually, or he wouldn’t. “Did you play any games? Maybe Hunter?”

Hunter was a game all cubs played. When I was growing up, even though there were no adults around, I never got to be the Hunter. I guess he hadn’t played too much with other cubs, because his eyes got wider. “Yeah…”

“What else?”

He looked down at his paws. “We had a game where I would see how long I could be quiet. That was when we went out.”

“That’s what you were doing the other day when I met you?” He nodded. “You’re pretty good at it.”

“I played it a lot.”

I was starting to get a picture of his life. “Why did you and your daddy go out so much?”

“He didn’t like me to be alone. He thought I might go away like Mommy to Wolf’s Pack.”

So. Paranoid or desperate wolf, lost his mate, vows not to take chances with his son. It occurred to me that I could probably look up the family and find out what had happened to the mother. I filed the thought away. “What nice things did your daddy do for you?”

Perrin looked over to the floor. “He got me the pencils. He told me I draw good. He gave me food and he holds me at night until I fall asleep and he’s always there.” He started to cry again, and this time it felt more natural for me to reach out and hold his small, warm, trembling form.

It took him a couple minutes to calm down. He wiped his nose with a sniffle and looked up at me.

I put a paw over his head, between his ears. “Listen, Perrin. Your daddy still loves you very much. He just can’t be here any more, but he’s watching you from Wolf’s Pack.” He nodded, looking down again. “You know what might be nice to do for him?” His ears perked, though he didn’t look up. “Draw him a nice picture. Tell him you love him and tell him about all the new things you’re finding. And,” I stroked his ears gently, “tell him goodbye.”

To my surprise, the tears I braced for didn’t come. His eyes were still glistening from the earlier flood, but he just nodded and hugged me.

I hugged back, letting my fingers brush his cheek ruffs in a way that seemed all too natural to me, though I couldn’t remember having it done to me at all. He was still sniffling, but seemed to be okay, so I nudged his ears with my muzzle and said, “I have to get some work done. You want to come down and color in the living room?”

“Okay.” He sniffed and sat back from me, then collected some paper and his pencils and followed me downstairs.

Most of the work I do for the Vishons is not as dramatic as the job I met Perrin on. I spend several hours a day tapped into the data feeds sorting through records, forms, and histories for information about Vishon clients and about the government and the Shivers. The first I do upon request; the second two as a matter of course. I also take my time, looking for any other information that might be useful.

Today, Lukon handed me a delivery that consisted of three names and species. One included an employer’s name. He also handed me a stack of papers.

I scanned them. Basic arithmetic, some basic reading. “For Perrin?”

He nodded. “My sister’s second is his age and this is his schoolwork. I had them give me an extra set.”

“Okay. Do you want to start with him tomorrow?”

“Me?” His eyes widened.

“I don’t think I can spare the time to sit for hours every day.” I also wasn’t sure I wanted to be all the authority in his life. It would be too much—either for him, or for me. Maybe both.

“No, of course not, boss. But…” He blinked slowly at me and then nodded. “Sure.”

Having gotten the commitment, I could make a concession. “Of course, I’ll help out as I can.”

“Sure, that’d be fine. I know you’re busy.” He took the schoolwork back from me. “I’ll start tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Luke.” I settled back into my chair and began to search. Perrin, who had watched the whole exchange with little more than casual interest, plopped down on the floor beside me and started to draw.

The computer networks are comfortable and familiar. I used to hide in the computer room at the orphanage to avoid the other kids; eventually, I took to sneaking down to the Head’s office at night to use his terminal, which had much more access. I didn’t know how to look back then, and there was nobody to teach me, but slowly, I learned. When I turned fourteen (by their estimates) and they kicked me out, I found some clerical work to keep me busy, but the real perk was the president’s terminal. After hours, I found more data than I knew what to do with. The other kids, the tough ones, used to talk about becoming Shivers, in that way that tough kids talk about the ideals of toughness that they don’t really believe they will ever attain. I thought it would be fitting if I used my information skills to actually become a Shiver. I imagined strutting before them, safe with stronger wolves who were on my side for once.

Well, I was still only fifteen. The Shivers kept their information well hidden, however, and so that dream died. But the Vishons were careless. Not so much that I noticed at first, but as I practiced and learned more, I started to find the holes in their databases. Though it was difficult to turn up statistics on actual crime, it was somewhat easier to follow the Vishon accounts, see who was overdue, and then watch as that unfortunate was suddenly gone—sometimes there would be an actual death notice, but more often the city accounts would just drop him or her.

For two years I followed this, until I got caught in the president’s office and fired summarily. I could’ve gotten another job, but I wanted more. I could remember the names and addresses of a couple lemmings that were coming up on the Vishons’ list, so I took to stalking their neighborhood. You want to talk amateurish? I was good at keeping away from bigger kids, and I thought that made me a grade-A spook. In retrospect, I’m lucky I lasted a week and a half without getting picked up by the police, or by the well-meaning community watch. Left footprints all over, never covered my scent—but no need to dwell on that now.

Bad as I was, the bears weren’t much better. I heard the transport from across the compound. That time of night, no public transports ran (something I’ve called their attention to since then), and so everything else went still. Everyone in the compound locked their doors and windows and closed their ears. The Vishons aren’t worried about them, nor about the police even should they show up. The enforcers are another matter, but they don’t go out unless specifically called out.

One of the lemmings ran out the back and past me with eyes so wide I could see my reflection clearly in them, a white shadow against the white snow. I ignored him and strolled up to the house where a muffled squeal announced that the bears had taken care of business. It was the first killing I witnessed—sort of—but I forced myself not to react. Callon, much younger then, was standing guard out front as I came around the corner. He didn’t know quite what to do with someone who didn’t genuflect or hurry on their way, but when I told him his other target had fled out back, he ran inside and told the others.

Chufon was the bear in charge. He grilled me for an hour: how did I know who they were after, how did I know they’d be there, was I working for the Shivers, who was I, who did I work for, was I working for the goddamned Shivers, did I know who they were, did I know what they’d done, and for the last time, was I a Shiver or not? I hid my fear and laughed, and told him everything, and told him he had two choices: he could kill me and wait for the next kid to hack into their data (something the Shivers, of whom I was not one, were undoubtedly already doing), or he could take me with him and hire me to make sure nobody else could do what I did.

Simple decision, right? Well, Chufon was a little simple himself, though a good lieutenant. He took me back to Rosson, and Rosson hired me.

Chufon was killed by an enforcer two years later. His successor, Pinton, lasted five years before taking a knife from an unwilling victim. Callon took over after that, and he’d been leading them for six years now, undoubtedly aware that he had far outlasted the life expectancy for the position. The last one to lead the Vishons’ murder squad (as I affectionately called them) for more than five years had been Rosson himself, right before he’d killed the former leader and taken his place. Callon certainly had nothing of the sort in mind, but the comparison was bound to bother him. And it certainly bothered Rosson, though he didn’t let on to me out loud.

I let these thoughts and memories bounce around in my head while I scanned almost on autopilot for the data requested. Nothing out of the ordinary tonight, and I got to the end of the list pretty quickly. At least, I thought it was quickly, but when I glanced down at Perrin, he’d done two drawings already and was working on his third.

“What’cha got there?” I asked, stretching and then getting down on my knees next to him.

He showed me the first one. “That’s me and daddy and he’s telling me he loves me and I say I love him too.”

“I like that. It’s really good!” I handed it back to him, and picked up the second one.

Shocked out of the past, I felt my eyes well up with unfamiliar tears. He watched me closely. “Do you like it?” he said softly. “That’s daddy giving me to you.”

I nodded, unable to talk for a moment. Finally, I managed to smile and say, “That one’s really good too.” I handed it back to him, and looked at the drawing between his paws.

He followed my eyes. “This is you and me,” he pointed, “and here’s Wolf and daddy watching us from Wolf’s Pack.”

I tried to remember what life had been like at that age. I remembered only dark, lonely nights at the orphanage, shivering because the heat was never quite enough. I remembered bad dreams that had come and startled me awake, leaving me in a marginally less scary reality. In Perrin’s eyes I saw comfort and love, and his unquestioning belief that those things would always exist for him.

If I had to pinpoint a single moment in which I began to feel like his father, that would have to be it. I took him in my arms and hugged him, and he hugged back, and I finally stopped struggling against enjoying it.
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That isn’t to say that everything was wonderful from then on. Far from it. Perrin continued to resist every time I left him with Lukon, and I continued to leave him. He had to learn to be on his own, and if I didn’t feel comfortable leaving him literally alone, at least he would learn to do without me for short periods of time. I refused to take him to assignments, briefings, or the shooting range; in fact, as far as I know, he didn’t leave the house until some eight months after he’d come to live with me.

I hadn’t been having a good week. A year ago, I’d started developing a new code for our radio phones. My code had been ready for the better part of a month, but Rosson was stalling on reinstating the phones.

They still hadn’t been put back into use on the day Garon came to get me again, about six months after Perrin’s father had been killed. This time, one of their targets had locked himself in his room and the door was barricaded. They were watching the windows, but not the roof, and in the time it took me to get there, the rodent had gnawed a nice hole in the ceiling, squeezed through, and escaped. I was furious. It had taken me three months to track him to this house, and I was sure that it would take me longer to find him again. It was starting not to be worth the money he owed.

If we’d been using the phones, I could’ve told them to set fire to the door to smoke him out. I could’ve warned them to watch the roof and the room below. I might have even gotten there in time to see him escape, if none of that had worked.

When I got there, I had to get up on Garon’s shoulders to reach the window. None of the bears was strong enough to hoist another on his shoulders; they were all so damn heavy. I broke the window and jumped through, holding Garon’s gun. I’d left mine in the transport; none of them knew I carried one, and even though I was now a fair shot with it, I still didn’t like carrying it.

When I found the lemming gone, I cursed a blue streak and took out my anger on the barricade, a solid mass of furniture. No wonder the bears hadn’t been able to move it. Callon knew what was going on before the door was opened, and he joined me in cursing, though he knew better than to make any other comments.

Herkon didn’t know or didn’t care. “So there are some problems even the great Wolf can’t solve.” He smirked as he said it. Since the day he’d orphaned Perrin, he’d been growing more and more sure of himself. I’d done a quick check on his background and seen a quick rise through the schools, learning his lessons and moving to the next rung. He was still young, but not so young that he couldn’t be dangerous.

I was still holding Garon’s gun. I’d brought it halfway up before I realized what I was doing and stopped myself. “Some,” I snarled back, “but you’re not one of them.”

Garon stepped between us, but I saw Herkon’s eyes darken as he looked away.

“What do we do now?”

I handed Garon his gun back as I answered him. “We go home. I spend another three or four months finding him, and then you go out again.”

As we shuffled down the stairs, I asked Callon, “How long have you been here?”

“We sent for you right away once we found the problem,” he said. “Forty minutes for Garon to get there, forty minutes back. Fifteen just now. Maybe ten before. Hour forty-five?”

“Okay. I’m going to stay behind and clean up. The rest of you go home.”

“Where’s Lukon?” Herkon asked. “Haven’t seen him lately.”

I shot him a look. He looked back smugly, as if he already knew the answer. I wondered what the rumor going around about Lukon was. I’d have to check into that. “He’s been working at the house. I can handle this myself.”

He smirked. “It’s just strange. He used to come along all the time.”

“I’ll pass along your regards.”

He shuffled out the door, the last one to leave, and turned back to me just before he closed the door. “I didn’t offer them.”

It took him that long to think of a retort, and because I was already examining the house and planning what had to be done, I didn’t connect it immediately to the previous remark. By the time I did, he was gone, and I certainly wasn’t going to run to the door just so I could shout something witty back. The whole exchange irritated me even more, though I tried not to let it affect my focus on the situation at hand.

It was a standard cleanup—remove all bear tracks and fur, and disguise the clawmarks as best I could—but I was torn as to whether to plant evidence of drugs. The lemming had certainly been using them, but he’d cleaned out his house pretty well. If I left some, the police might be intrigued enough to track him down, doing some of my work for me. On the other hand, they might just pass his case along to the enforcers, who would never in a thousand years mistake this mess for a Shiver operation, no matter how much cleanup I did. And there was always the third option: they would miss the clue, or find it and not care.

In the end, I decided that last was the most likely here. The lemming wasn’t important enough to merit extra attention, so the slowest and laziest of the police would be sent, assuming anyone had been sent at all. I ran through the basic cleanup anyway, and was just on the roof kicking debris back through the hole (make it look like someone broke in rather than out—it’d confuse them if they did suspect the Vishons because there’s no way in hell a bear could fit through that hole) when I heard the transport pull up in front.

One of the adjacent roofs was closer than the other, so I leapt for that one just as the police wandered in through the front door. I was crouched down, watching them just to find out if any of their procedures had changed, when I heard a crunch behind me.

I whipped around in a defensive stance, but the person wasn’t attacking me. Just the opposite; he had been hidden behind the rooftop vents and was now springing for the next roof over. He reached the roof, turned to look at me, and then ran on as fast as he could.

The lemming. He’d been on this adjacent roof the whole time, watching us. Laughing, probably. Now I noticed the faint tracks that the snow had covered. I’d just assumed that he was long gone and hadn’t even checked the other roof. Then, when by chance I landed not twenty feet from him, I hadn’t thought to look down to see his footprints, or I could’ve caught him right there. And my gun was still in the transport, so it was pointless to chase him. At best I’d wear myself out. At worst I’d fall off a roof and die. I cursed under my breath again and hit the edge of the roof with a fist. In front of me, the white cloud of my breath hung in the air, as though my curses were refusing to dissipate.

Nothing I could do about it now. The police hadn’t come out yet; as I looked, I could see them moving around in the bedroom. Looked like a fox and a rabbit. Neither one of them even poked their heads out of the hole in the roof. I snorted.

As I crept toward the other edge of the roof (not that I was all that worried they’d see me, but it never hurts to be a little more careful), it occurred to me that I could salvage at least a little bit of information if I examined the spot where the lemming had been hiding. I crawled over behind the chimney and sniffed the snow, looking for anything he might have dropped. His scent was strong; I committed it to memory absently as I scanned the area. There were a few stray hairs, but nothing I could use.

The police transport coughed to life and crawled away. I sighed and stood up, and the lemming’s tracks stretched out before me. I considered them wearily. Well, why not? I didn’t have much else to do.

I lost the tracks four houses over. He’d climbed down and run into the street, where I couldn’t follow his footprints amidst the formless mass of trampled snow. No dummy, this lemming. I trudged back to my own transport, three blocks away, and fumed about the incident all the way home.

And that was the mindset I was in at dinner when Perrin started to sulk about how long I’d been gone.

“I was working,” I snapped back at him.

“You work all the time,” he complained, although it was only the second time in a week I’d left the house.

“I work when I have to.”

Lukon knew some of what had happened that day, or at least what mood I was in, and he tried to distract Perrin with dessert, but the cub pushed it away. “Why can’t I go with you?”

I fought to stay calm. “Because you have to stay here. If you go outside, the bears might see you.”

He glared down at his plate. “I’ve been here forever! I wanna go somewhere where there’s no bears. I hate them.”

“Perrin!” Lukon was trying to keep the hurt from his muzzle, without much success.

The cub looked defiantly at Lukon, then at me. “I don’t care! I do! I didn’t want to come here!”

I snapped. “You didn’t want to come here? You think I wanted you to come here?”

His look of defiance faltered and crumbled, and he turned back to his plate, but only for a moment. Lukon was trying to get my attention, but I ignored him. Finally, he reached a large paw to Perrin.

“He didn’t mean it. He’s just in a bad mood—”

“I hate you! I hate you both!” Perrin yanked his arm away from Lukon, shoved his chair back from the table, and ran upstairs.

We ate in silence for another couple minutes, though I wasn’t tasting any of the food. Finally, Lukon said gently, “You didn’t have to be so harsh.”

“I had a bad day.”

“He doesn’t know that. All he knows is—”

I looked up at him. “Look. Whatever he might think or say, I’m not his father. I’m just taking care of him for a while.” He returned my gaze steadily until I looked away. “Well, anyway, I can’t be coddling him all the time. I’m allowed to have bad days too.”

“How do you think he feels, cooped up here all the time?”

I shrugged. “He doesn’t have a choice. He should just deal with it. I don’t like cleaning up after our fumbling killer squad, but I do it.”

“Boss, he’s a cub.”

“Lukon. Let it go.”

I bent back to my meal, assuming that would be the end of it. It wasn’t.

“No. Boss, listen, he’s just a cub. He wants you to care about him.”

I put down my fork and glared at Lukon, but he met my stare. “What am I supposed to do?”

“Go up there. Say you’re sorry.”

“But I’m not! He was being totally unreasonable.”

Lukon shook his head. “He’s a cub. He’s allowed.”

I sat back. “Even when I was a cub, I thought about what I said and what it meant. And the only way to learn that is not to give in to him when he’s being like this.”

He hesitated. “Boss, I know you never talk about your time growing up. I guess it was hard. Don’t make his hard too.”

He was right, and I knew it, but I was still in a sour mood. “Why, you’re in the wrong profession, Luke. You should be in psychology.”

“I’ve watched you with him. You care about him even if you don’t want to admit it right now.”

“Why can’t you leave me alone?”

He sat back, smiling faintly. He’d gotten to me. “Because if you’d grown up being his father, you’d know that already.”

“Oh, listen to the voice of experience.”

“I’ve watched my sister’s cubs grow up. I’ve seen how they are. I remember how my parents were. I’ve got more experience than you.” He shifted, and couldn’t help adding, “at this.”

At that point it was worth giving in to him just to finish the conversation. I stood up. “Fine.” I could feel him watching me as I walked up the stairs and tapped on Perrin’s door. He was being very quiet. “Perrin. I’m sorry for what I said. I’m having a bad day, and I didn’t mean…”

The draft from his room was chilly, and I realized that his scent was fainter than I would have expected. I pulled the door open, and looked around the room at the dresser, the chair, the empty bed, and finally the open window.
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I stomped back downstairs and sat down at the table. Lukon looked at me quizzically. “What’s wrong?”

“He’s gone,” I mumbled around a mouthful of food.

“What?!”

“Gone. Window’s open, he’s gone. Must’ve run away.”

He stood up so fast his chair fell over. “We have to find him!”

“No.”

He just stared at me. “Boss, we have to—he could be in trouble, or lost.”

“I’ve had enough chasing people through the snow today,” I told him calmly. “He wanted out, he can have out. He’ll come back or maybe he’ll find someplace better to be.” Oh, I wanted to go after him, and not just because I didn’t want any other bears to spot him around. I was getting worried for him. But I was also furious at him for putting me in that position, and acutely aware that he wanted me to come after him. If I did, he’d have won. So I sat and finished my bread.

Lukon got up. “Well, I’ll go look for him alone then.”

I shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

When I finished my meal and got up, he was standing by the door. He had his heat webbing on and was holding mine out towards me. “Coming, Boss?” he said quietly.

He knows me pretty well. I slipped the heat webbing on, turned it up, and we walked out into the snow-speckled night.

The snow had been falling for a while, so his tracks were obscured, but we could still follow them. The buildings in this area of the Vishon compound were all as uniform as in any residential sector, though the two-story blocks here had more space between them. These houses weren’t organized into blocks, however, so instead of being packed together in clumps, they were spread more evenly, and the overall effect was that of a large open maze. We could rarely see more than two house-lengths ahead, and that not clearly as the snow continued to fall. Light from the windows fell in patches on the whiteness, but without Lukon’s portable light we’d have lost the trail immediately.

It wound through houses, sticking to dark walls—so at least the kid had that much smarts—and followed a wavering southeast line from my house. That wasn’t the way out of the compound—not that Perrin would know what way was out, but it took me a while before I realized what landmark he was following.

“Luke,” I hissed, and pointed ahead. He stared at the dim glow for a moment before realizing what I meant. When he did, we both hurried towards it.

The Vishons keep a light tower up, mostly symbolically, and in the snow, its light was dim and silvery. It looked very much like a low-hanging moon, and Perrin must have thought one of the moons was out to guide him. We moved a little faster, trying to keep his tracks visible, and then we came around a corner and they were gone. They led into a moderately busy walkway, covered with bear tracks, and nowhere could we find the small wolf pawprints we’d been following.

Lukon started to say something, but I held up a paw. Most of the bear tracks were more filled with snow than Perrin’s tracks, meaning they were older. There were a couple that looked about as fresh, so maybe he’d come up to this street and seen the tracks, or seen a bear. What would he do then?

Duck back. Hide against the building. Hope he hadn’t been seen. The ritual was all too familiar from my childhood. Look for a hiding place. And there, across the street, were two big dumpsters. They were recessed into the space between the houses, so I hadn’t noticed them at first. And now that I looked, I saw a few depressions in the snow that looked like they could have been made by a panicked wolf cub, springing for cover.

I waved Lukon over to the dumpster. The farther one was surrounded by the cub’s prints. I inclined my head to the dumpster lid, and Lukon raised it slowly. The smell was bad, but I’d smelled worse. Lukon shone his light in with his free paw, and we both looked through the piles of refuse. “Perrin!” I hissed.

I heard movement, but not from inside the dumpster. Slowly, I crept around to the side, and there was Perrin, huddled up in the blanket from his bed, dusted with snow. His ears were flattened, probably more to keep the snow out than from any emotion. His eyes glinted briefly with Lukon’s light before he raised a paw and turned his head away.

I knelt down in the snow beside him and pulled the blanket down. He tried to pull it back. “Come on, Perrin. Let’s go home.”

He gave me a stubborn look. “You said you didn’t want me.”

Anger almost won out there. I had gone to all this trouble, played his game, found him, and what did I get? With some difficulty, I forced myself to look again. He was shivering a bit, and below his stubbornness there was fear. For a cub who hated to be alone to leave the only home he had… “Perrin, I did say that. And I’m sorry. But just because I didn’t want you then doesn’t mean I don’t want you now.”

He exhaled in a big puff, spreading a white cloud in the air that crept across the blanket before disappearing. “I don’t really hate you,” he said.

“Come on.” I reached out to pick him up, and he didn’t resist this time. “Let’s go home, and Luke will make you some hot soup. How’s that sound?” I hefted him in my arms as Lukon bent to pick up the blanket.

“Mmm.” He nodded, and looked at me warily. “You’re not angry?”

“Oh, I’m angry, but not all at you. We’ll talk about that later. Let’s get home first.” He flicked his ears, sending a light sprinkle of snow to the ground. I settled him against my shoulder. Lukon had shaken out the blanket and now wrapped it around my shoulders, leaving only the cub’s head uncovered.

Now that we didn’t have to follow the footprints any more, I could be more alert to the windows and pedestrians. I noticed a couple muzzles at windows, but in general, the streets were empty after dark. It was too cold to be out for long, and here in the Vishon compound, there was no need to conduct business in the shadows—all the shady business was out in the open. Chances were that even if someone saw the cub, it wouldn’t cause a problem, but I was pretty recognizable, and seeing me with the cub might lead to complications. Supposedly only Callon and Rosson knew about him outside my house, but I didn’t want to assume that nobody could figure out where he’d come from.

We passed one other bear on the street, too far away for me to recognize. He gave us a curious look and then was gone. The rest of the way back to the house, we saw nobody.

Inside, Lukon padded quickly to the kitchen to heat up some soup. I sat Perrin down in a chair and brushed the snow from his fur. “Are you okay?” He nodded slowly. “Now listen, there’s a good reason I don’t want you running around out there. It’s dangerous. There are…” I stopped just short of scaring him, and searched for better words. “…bad people out there.”

“Like the bears who took my daddy.”

“Yeah. Like them.”

Lukon came back in with the soup and set it on the table. He gave me a look and said, gently, “And you made us worry about you.”

Perrin’s ears flicked. He glanced at Lukon, then at me. “You did?”

I squeezed his paw. “I did. I don’t want anything to happen to you.” I was still feeling an odd mix of anger and annoyance, but there was genuine worry in there too, and I took Lukon’s hint that that’s what Perrin needed to hear right now.

He squeezed back and looked down. “I’m sorry. I thought you didn’t want me here.”

“I do now,” I said. “We both do.”

The soup smelled great—fish soup, but nicely spiced—and I saw Perrin’s nose twitching. “Go ahead,” I said. He picked up his spoon and started slurping down the soup.

Lukon patted my shoulder as we both watched him. “Feel better?” he asked, and to my surprise, I found that I did.
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I spent a lot of my free time the next week tracking down the lemming. It was a slow week, and so I was also able to spend a bit more time with Perrin. My feelings for him were more complicated than I’d first thought. When he’d arrived, he’d been a responsibility I had to discharge, one I took on because he echoed my own childhood. I couldn’t consciously condemn a cub to the same cubhood I’d had. Pity had grown into real concern, though I hadn’t realized it until he put himself into danger.

When I thought about my future, I never pictured a cub in it. I’d always known I was too solitary to attract a mate, even if I could find a wolf who’d agree to live in a bear compound. Lukon could barely stand me, and he was paid to. In addition, a mate gave others power over you. Someone you cared about was a lever, something others could hurt you with. I didn’t want to be that vulnerable, but here it was happening despite my best efforts.

That was when I first realized that I couldn’t just let my future be an extension of my present. My little dreams of raising him myself had been nice fantasies, but no more. Perrin was going to have to get out of the Vishon compound somehow. I would be able to figure out a way. Probably in another six months, Rosson and Callon would have forgotten all about him, and then I’d be able to place him with a foster family. Better life for him, better life for me. So I told myself, though part of me kept clinging to the fantasy, pointing out that Lukon was a good parent and that things were going well enough.

I was actually checking foster placement on the network when the radio beeped. I had it by the terminal, and the beep startled me. We’d already done the tests, finally (I’d ranted for half an hour at Rosson after the lemming’s escape and he’d agreed to start using the codes), and the squad wasn’t out today. Who could be calling me? I ran the decoder through the headset and pressed the ‘Ready’ button back. I heard a staticky voice that I identified, with difficulty, as Callon’s.

“Wolf?”

“Yeah.”

“Can you meet me?”

“Why?”

“I have to talk to you.”

“Can’t you tell me now?”

“No. Meet me in an hour at the TeraMine building.”

It was an order, but he waited to see if I would accept.

“No tricks.”

“I promise. It’s important. I have to go.” Then the transmission cut off.

I tapped the radio with my claw, thinking. The TeraMine building was not too far away, about half an hour by transport. The real question was whether Callon was on the level or not. If he wasn’t, and I didn’t go, then he’d try again, with a little more caution knowing I was on to him. On the other paw, if he was honestly interested in telling me something and I didn’t go, then I might miss some valuable information. I pondered that, lashing my tail back and forth, but it didn’t take me long to give in to the lure of information. Still, I wouldn’t go blindly over there.

It occurred to me that this setup might be a device to get me out of the house, in which case the object was access either to Perrin or to the computer. The terminal I could lock, and did; Perrin was a different problem. I eventually decided to bring him and Lukon along with me and have them wait in the transport. It was dangerous, but they’d be safer there, and it was just unexpected enough that I didn’t think anyone trying to predict my moves would predict that.

Lastly, I strapped on my gun. I didn’t want to wear it out in public, but if things got ugly I wanted to have it. TeraMine employed its own security staff, so I wouldn’t get thrown in jail—worst that would happen is I’d be thrown off the grounds and told not to come back. Unless I actually shot someone, but I didn’t anticipate having to do that. I’d managed to avoid it in the six months I’d had the gun, and I was not going to start now.

Lukon and Perrin followed me to the transport, the latter wide-eyed and excited, the former nervous. He drove us out, then got out to lock the garage door before we headed into town.

The city of New Tibet sprawls out over a fairly large area. Most companies staked a claim to a territory when they arrived, and those boundaries have changed little. A bankruptcy here, a buyout there, but otherwise stability. Smaller companies either operate in the government sector, or make deals to operate under the aegis of one of the big companies.

Of the big companies, TeraMine was one of the biggest. Their office tower stood third highest in the city, with a distinctive dome at the top. On the ground, their territory was second largest of the companies. The Vishons had several clients and contacts within TeraMine, but none of them were on our list, and in fact, since I’d been working for the bears, only one TeraMine employee had ever come to our attention.

The base of the tower, the only building Callon could have meant, was a full block around. Made of solid black stone from the early days of the colony, it rose nearly forty stories into the cloud-covered sky. At the top, the crystal dome reportedly housed the living quarters and offices of Teramine’s CEO, Tiger Barda. I didn’t travel in those kinds of circles. Callon was nowhere in sight. I had Lukon drive around the building twice. No bears anywhere around. Surely if it were a setup, we’d have seen one.

Perrin had his nose pressed to the glass, taking in the sights, and I realized that he probably had never seen the city before. He seemed so excited to get out that I resolved to let Lukon take him out more in the future. Maybe he could even find a place to get out and play—under Lukon’s supervision, of course. As I thought that, it occurred to me that I would actually enjoy watching him play. If I weren’t so distracted by worrying about an ambush, I would be enjoying the perk of his ears and the innocent delight that greeted each new sight.

Maybe I would—

“What now, Boss?”

I snapped back to the situation. “Pull over and let me out. I’m going to stay within sight of these windows. If I move away from them at any time, go immediately back to the house, take Perrin in, and lock the door.”

Perrin gave me a worried look. “Are you gonna get hurt?”

I nuzzled him. “Not if I can help it. I’ll see you in a bit.”

“Be careful,” Lukon said. I nodded to him as I got out, straightening my jacket in the reflection. The wind was sharp today, worse downtown than it had been near the house because it was forced through the narrow spaces between the buildings. Honed to a point, it whistled through every open space it found, pushing implacably against the unfortunates who were outside in it. I forced myself to stand there long enough to scan the inside through the glass. When I’d studied the interior and was satisfied there were no bears there, I walked in.

The lobby was elegant, but sparse. Elevators occupied the central column, guarded by an imposing tiger in uniform. He eyed me as I came in, but I let my gaze wander vacantly around the room, and he soon lost interest. My gun was apparently well enough hidden beneath the loose folds of my jacket. I examined the rest of the lobby: hard stone benches in front of each window grudgingly allowed sitting room, and only a few people were taking advantage of the uncomfortable surface. The floor was cold stone, black like the walls, and the color pattern was hardly broken by the charcoal gray columns. I sat on one of the benches, glad that at least my jacket and pants were fairly dark. My white fur was stark against the black stone, but I had my dark glasses on to hide my eyes. Nothing I could do about my pink nose. I tucked my tail in and tried to look like someone waiting for an appointment, or at least someone who just wanted to come out of the wind for a moment. There were several of both on the benches by the windows. Like them, I sat and waited.

Not for long. Callon walked in slowly on the other side. He spotted me right away and started to cross the lobby. I noticed the security tiger talking into a microphone before getting up to intercept Callon. I also noticed two wolves, who’d seemed to be just sitting idly on the benches, perk up their ears. They didn’t actually reach inside their jackets, but I noticed them holding their paws at the ready. They weren’t staring as openly as everyone else in the lobby, which set them apart.

The tiger had a couple words with Callon. I watched with the same interest shown by the other onlookers. Callon said something, then pointed at me. Damn him. The tiger narrowed his eyes and looked me up and down. He tapped his wristwatch, and moved back behind the desk. As Callon walked toward me, the tiger followed him with his eyes.

“Nice going,” I snapped at him.

“Wolf, don’t.” He sat down and sighed. “I had to do it here. Nobody would follow us here, and it’s so open.” He gestured. “Are you satisfied we can’t be overheard?”

“Yeah. So what’s so important?”

He rubbed the side of his head. “Watch out for the cub,” he said. “I think he might be in danger. He doing okay?”

“Yeah. He’s fine. Why? You didn’t tell anyone about him, did you?”

“No. I didn’t.” He shook his head. “Herkon knows something, though. Him and maybe a couple others. Who knows who they’ve told.”

The night he ran away. Someone must have seen him. “I can handle Herkon.”

He looked at me with a depth and sadness to his eyes that I’d never seen before. “I thought so too. It’s never easy, you know, when the day comes. I knew it would, just hoped—maybe it wouldn’t be so difficult.”

I let him go on. He’d delivered the warning he’d come to give, and I could wait for a little longer. I hadn’t noticed any difference in the dynamics of the group, but I saw them so rarely that I didn’t think I would. Callon was the bear I’d known the longest and talked to the most from that squad.

“They all think I’ve gone soft, you know. They think it was something from when that fox hit me in the head.” He tapped the side of his head again. “Maybe it is. I don’t know for sure. I just know I’ve been content to do my job and not much more, lately. And when you stop moving up, you start sliding back down.”

“Why did you save Perrin?” I asked softly.

“We had to call you anyway. I thought you might go nuts if there were a dead cub when you arrived, too.” I kept looking at him steadily, and he sighed. “I couldn’t do it, Wolf. Was a day I could’ve snapped his neck and not worried about it. I was younger then. Now I couldn’t even bear to see Herkon do it. It just seems so … unnecessary.”

“Unnecessary?”

“I know. I don’t know what’s doing it. So much killing, Wolf. People who were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. The ones who try to screw us over—they deserve it, no question. But I used to enjoy it a lot more.”

It was hard for me to feel pity for him, when his big problem was that he didn’t enjoy killing any more. I nodded politely, because after all, I helped him kill people. But I’d never enjoyed it. Sure, I enjoyed the chase, tracking down the information, but I didn’t wish any specific harm on the victims. Except for ones like the lemming, who’d caught me in a really foul mood, and even in that case I was starting to enjoy tracking him down again. He was clever enough to be a challenge, and that was rare.

“Well, maybe you can come help me out instead of going out on assignment?” It was a ridiculous offer, and we both knew it. There weren’t many retirement paths from the killers, and if he wasn’t ambitious enough to make his own, then he’d retire the same way the rest of them had.

He smiled a little then. “You’ve been a real pleasure to work with, Wolf. This job used to be a lot harder. You don’t know the footwork we used to have to do before you came along, and all the accounts we lost because people just slipped through our paws. You tightened all that up, and besides that, you’ve always been real professional.”

“Thanks, Callon.”

“Just be careful that cub doesn’t ruin things for you.”

Huh?”

“You get too attached to him, you might get distracted from your work. Just a word.”

“Don’t worry about me, Callon. I’ll be okay, and so will he.”

His eyes shifted and he opened his muzzle as though he wanted to say one more thing, but then he stopped.

“What?”

He shook his head. “I’m not sure. I—look, I shouldn’t even be here.” He got up.

One of the wolves I’d noticed earlier had moved closer to us. “Yeah, I think our time is up.”

“Thanks for coming, Wolf.”

“Thanks for the tip. I hope I won’t see you next week.”

He smiled. “Hope so too. Ah, it’s just a fox. Those I still enjoy. Damn things. It still hurts sometimes, you know?” He touched the side of his head again.

“Yeah. Take care of yourself.”

“You too.” He shook my paw, and ambled across the lobby.

I waited until he’d gone out the doors, and then walked out myself, into the bitter wind. Lukon was just starting up the transport.

I got in, and Perrin hugged me. “Everything go okay?” Lukon asked.

“I think so.”

“What did he want?”

We pulled around the corner and I saw Callon walking across the street. His shoulders were slumped, and he was walking with a slow, shuffling gait. “I think he wanted to say goodbye.” Perrin slipped an arm around my waist, and I put a paw on his shoulder and held him close.
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The radio crackled to life late the following week. I reached for the decoder, but Herkon’s voice came through before I could install it. “Oh, Wolf, we need yooooou.”

I grabbed the radio and snarled into it, “Put the coder in, you moron.” His flippant attitude annoyed me even more than his careless disregard for security—as if I didn’t already have enough reasons to dislike him.

He started to protest. “Don’t you—” I shut the radio off.

A minute later, it beeped again. I installed the decoder and flipped it on. “What?”

“Complications here. One of us down.” More businesslike, but there was a resentful snarl behind the words.

“And the target?”

“Not an issue.”

“Be right there.” One of us down. I didn’t have to ask which one.

“Luke, I have to go out!” Lukon and Perrin were in the middle of lessons. They both looked up and nodded. I saw the protest in Perrin’s expression, but he didn’t say anything. I threw a heat web over my shoulder, grabbed my gun and jacket, and took off.

They were a long way off this time. I counted the minutes. Thank goodness for the radios, because without them I couldn’t have made it there in time to be useful. The police would be there, then the enforcers. Then there would be much more damage control.

On the way over, I wondered if it were a setup. Certainly coming so soon on the heels of Callon’s warning, it was a bit suspicious. But I trusted Lukon to guard Perrin against just about any other bear in the compound. Herkon and maybe Feron were the only two who would give him serious trouble, now that Callon—I assumed—was gone. And if it were a setup to get at me, well, I could take care of myself.

It hadn’t snowed in a couple days, so the streets were icy and I couldn’t go as quickly as I’d have liked. Nearly an hour after their radio call, I pulled up at the house. No time to park in the next compound this time; every minute counted.

Garon opened the door when I knocked. “Wolf,” he sighed. “How do we deal with this?”

“We get him out of here in fifteen minutes.”

“I knew that,” Herkon sneered from the top of the stairs. “How do we do it without anyone seeing us.”

I took inventory of the bears in the living room. Garon, Feron, and Xeron, the new guy. So it was Callon. I sighed. “What happened?”

Herkon shrugged. “He had a knife. Nasty thing.” He didn’t make any attempt to conceal the bloodstains on his right paw and forearm, clearly visible to me from the bottom of the stairs.

“Garon, grab a bedsheet.”

“I thought of that,” Herkon said. “The sheets are all bloody too.”

“Grab it from the other room.”

“The other room isn’t a bedroom.”

“No, but he probably stored spares there.” Garon was trying to get past Herkon; eventually the other bear let him through.

“One day, Wolf, you won’t have all the answers,” Herkon said quietly, so the other bears couldn’t hear.

I shrugged. “Of course you don’t need to take my help.” I wasn’t in the mood to spar with him.

“I don’t need your help,” he said. “You think we’re all stupid, don’t you? You high and mighty Wolf, looking down on us poor stupid bears. You only come around when you think we can’t solve a problem, and—”

Garon appeared in the doorway with a folded sheet. I nodded toward the other room. “Drape it over him.”

“That’s right,” Herkon said, letting him pass. “We wouldn’t want the clean white Wolf to get his paws messy.”

Garon gave me an uneasy look, but didn’t say anything as he shuffled into the bedroom.

“If you have a problem with me, maybe you should take it up with Rosson,” I said.

“Maybe I will. But you seem to have him pretty well fooled. About most things, anyway. Maybe I won’t have to.”

Garon appeared at the door again before I could question this. “What now?”

“We’ll have to carry him out to the transport.” I glared at Herkon. “I’ll help if I can.”

“No,” Herkon said. “Better leave it for someone with real muscle.” He motioned Feron up to the bedroom. Between the three of them, they managed to maneuver Callon’s body down the stairs.

I strolled out to their transport and back to see if anyone was on the street. A pair of foxes walked along the street and gave me a curious glance, then moved on. When the street was clear, I beckoned the others out.

They got him into the transport hastily, with a lack of reverence that I found somewhat disturbing. Callon hadn’t been a good person, but at least he’d served faithfully and deserved better from his comrades than this. Of course, he also deserved better than to be knifed from behind by said comrades, which is what I was nearly sure had happened.

“We don’t have enough room for everyone,” Garon told me. They’d had to drape the body across the rear seat, and that left only the side seat and the two in front.

“Why don’t you ride with me?” I made the offer automatically, knowing there wasn’t much other choice. I was preoccupied with trying to figure out Herkon. He was more belligerent today, and more confident than he had been the last time I’d seen him. Had he talked to Rosson? Did he have plans to do more? Xeron was new; Garon and Feron were supremely unambitious, lacking the passion that Herkon had. Only Callon would have stood between him and Rosson, and that barrier was now gone. I didn’t think Herkon would be able to take power just by killing Rosson—not yet. But that’s what he was clearly positioning himself to do, and he might have good reason to do it now if he thought Rosson would come after him in earnest.

Garon glanced at me and nodded. “Okay. Can we hurry?”

“Just let me go over the scene.” I knew I didn’t have much time. We’d created a fairly large disturbance, and the arrival of the police was no longer a matter of if, but of how soon.

I heard the other transport rumble away while I was inside. Not much I could do about the smell of bear, I thought regretfully as I walked through the living room. Upstairs, in the bedroom, the same old scene: corpse, blood. I leaned against the doorframe, suddenly knowing exactly what Callon had meant. It all seemed so unnecessary.

This is your job and your choice, I told myself. If you don’t like it, why then, you can always just get out. Live in poverty like the rest of the citizens. There’s even a vacant house right here just waiting for a new resident.

I shook myself thoroughly. I’d never had such thoughts before. Was it Callon’s death affecting me suddenly? I’d seen several killers die, and had taken it in with the same equanimity I afforded to the death of the targets. Or was it more the result of a dawning realization that there could be more to life than this niche I’d carved out for myself? In either case, it was a matter best left for another time.

The victim this time was a hare, a scrawny thing whose drug problem would have been obvious to me even if I hadn’t noted it when I tagged him for our list. I didn’t believe for a moment that he had enough strength to get a knife in Callon. And the blood—some of it must have been Callon’s, but it was all over, especially on the bed. Far too much to have come from one scrawny hare. I looked at the bed again, and then a solution hit me.

I called down to Garon, “Find a sparker.” Then I set about wrapping the bedsheet up around the stiffening body. I got blood on my paws and arms, but hardly cared. I lifted him and carried him downstairs into the center of the living room.

Garon was standing in the doorway of the kitchen, looking helpless. “Sparker? You mean, like, one of those things that start fires?”

“Yes.” I slid past him into the kitchen and found it in ten seconds. “Like this.”

He followed me back into the living room, and watched me set fire to the bedsheet, waiting patiently until it had caught. “Why you burning him?”

“The bedsheets have too much blood. If the enforcers come around, it might make them curious. And it’ll kill the bear smell in here.” Also, I said silently to myself, it is a bit more respectful than throwing him into the back of a transport.

“Oh.”

The fire was curling upwards, smoke drifting toward the ceiling. I smacked the ‘Emergency’ button and headed for the door. “Come on, let’s go.”
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I insisted on driving. “So what happened back there?”

Garon shifted uncomfortably. His paws were twitching and I wondered if he were having a delayed shock reaction. If so, I’d have to recommend that he be taken off the squad. “We, uh, waited downstairs. The target had gone into his room and blocked the door. Herkon and Callon went after him.” He took a breath. “And then we heard the target’s scream and Callon’s at the same time.”

“Callon screamed?”

“Yeah. It was…” He chewed on a paw. “We wondered what happened. Then Herkon came out all bloody and said that the target had a hidden knife and he got Callon and Herkon was too late to save him.”

Pretty much confirmed what I’d guessed. I would have to tell Rosson in the briefing to be careful of Herkon. I didn’t want to interrupt the natural flow of events, especially as Rosson was getting rather old, but until someone took over, I was working for him.

“How did you make it onto the squad, Garon?”

He looked at me with a bit of surprise, and some indignation, as though I’d implied that he wasn’t good enough for it. “I placed top of my class in training. And I asked for it.”

“Why?”

“Well, if you can do it, you should, right? I mean, it’s the most important function in the Family. We are the reputation of the Vishons, the reason people fear us.”

“Do you want that?”

“I guess so.”

“Okay.” I suspected that someone else wanted it for him more than he wanted it himself. He didn’t say any more, and neither did I; my thoughts turned instead to Callon.

I’d seen him outside of the job maybe half a dozen times in the years I’d worked with him, but I’d worked with him for over a decade. He’d never failed to treat me with respect. I wouldn’t count him as a friend, but then, I wasn’t sure I had any friends. Maybe Lukon, though if his salary stopped, he would be out my door in a moment. Callon might not have been a friend, but he thought enough of me to take the risk of giving me a warning, and I had to respect him for that.

Callon had thought that both he and Perrin were in danger, and he’d been right on the first count. I had no reason to doubt his intuition on the second. I also thought Rosson was in danger, but what did I have to go on there? Just my own feelings and my experience with how Herkon and the Vishon Family in general worked.

I’d talked to Rosson and spent more time with him than any other bear—any other person, really—save Lukon. I’d have to talk to him soon.

“Mind if I drop you off at the Mammoth?”

Garon shook his head. “That’s okay. I need to drop my gun off anyway.”

“Oh, right.” We drove the rest of the way in near silence. I found myself speeding around corners more than once, but slowed down for good when I skidded on the icy street and nearly clipped a public transport. No matter how urgent the matter, I’d never let my nerves get the better of me, and today wasn’t a good day to start. Garon didn’t seem to have noticed; he sat back calmly as though he had complete confidence in me, and perhaps he did.

I pulled up to the armory and parked the transport there, leaving Garon lumbering in as I ran around front to the Mammoth. The stifling heat slapped me as I strode in past the guard dozing out front. Derion blinked an eye open, recognized me, and waved sleepily toward the back.

I knew the attitude was mostly put on. If I’d been a threat, he would already have stopped me. I walked quickly to the back room and threw open the door, but it was empty. Opposite me, the only other door in the room stood ajar. The table and chairs were set up neatly; there was no sign of a struggle.

“Rosson!”

“Back here,” he called from the other door.

I found him in the corridor that ran between his home and the back room. He was strolling slowly toward the Mammoth, silver robe trailing behind him. “What’s the hurry, Wolf?” His bass rumble filled the corridor.

“I need to talk to you.” I jerked my head toward the Mammoth.

“So talk. This is secure.”

“It’s about Herkon.”

I saw a flash of something in his eyes, but his expression remained guarded. “What’s happened?”

I lowered my voice. “Callon’s dead,” I said bluntly. “I think Herkon did it.”

“Hm.” We had reached the back room. He took a moment to sit down while I closed the door leading to the front.

He still hadn’t spoken when I sat down opposite him, so I went on. “I think he might be coming for you next.”

He nodded. “I suspect the idea has crossed his mind. He’s young, but ambitious.”

“You’re not exactly well guarded here.” I tapped the table with my claws, letting off some nervous energy. I’d settled down a lot once I’d found him alive, and I realized that in the back of my mind I’d been worried that Herkon had come here first, as unlikely as that would have been.

“Everything will come in time,” he said with more tranquility than I would have given him credit for. “Tell me what happened, in detail.”

I heard another transport rumble by outside. Probably Herkon coming back after dropping off Callon’s corpse. Well, I still had my gun, and he would think twice about taking us both on, I hoped. I started telling Rosson about Callon’s death, and what Garon had told me.

We were interrupted by the guard opening the door and poking his sleepy muzzle through. “Wesson’s here.”

Rosson waved a paw. “I’m in the middle—”

Wesson poked his head through. “There you are, Wolf. Can I have the gun now? I want to lock up and go home.”

I frowned. “My gun? But…”

“Not yours. Callon’s. Herkon said you had it and would be returning it.”

Callon’s gun. I should’ve taken it. I hadn’t even checked for it. And now Herkon had it.

Perrin.

I was up from the table and pushing past Wesson before Rosson managed to call out, “Wolf!” The guard, puzzled, let me past and I was out the door in a heartbeat.

Transport or paw? I made the decision in a second. Herkon had used a transport too. It was a short distance, but time was of the essence and well worth the half minute to get the thing started. Half a minute seemed to stretch into half an hour to my agonized perceptions, though. I could’ve been halfway there by now if—

It started up finally with a low grumble. I pushed it at top speed through the compound, narrowly missing a couple bears, who looked bewildered at the emergence of a fast-moving vehicle on the usually placid streets. I hated the attention I was drawing to myself, but that was secondary to getting home fast. At least the streets here were kept clear of ice.

My heart gave a lurch when I rounded the last corner. Herkon’s transport was parked outside the house. I screeched to a stop inside the garage, which was standing open, and hopped out of the transport. The door to the house was ajar. I could smell blood and gunpowder. I didn’t want to see what was inside, but I forced myself in after the barest hesitation.

A large white shape lay on the floor, its fur slowly soaking up red from the blood underneath it. I didn’t have to see the muzzle to recognize the familiar scent. Lukon. I couldn’t tell if he were still alive, but I knew there was nothing I could do for him. I heard heavy footsteps upstairs, and drew my gun.

“Better come out,” I heard Herkon growl. From where I was, I just saw his bulk move from Perrin’s bedroom to mine. “I know you’re here. Don’t you want to see your father again?” The words were growled with a contemptuous sneer to them.

I ran for the stairs and sprang up them. Herkon was just about to lift the sheet that hung down to the floor so he could look under the bed, but he stopped when he heard me. His small eyes narrowed at the sight of me and the gun I’d drawn. He started to raise his own, but I gestured with mine. “Drop it.”

For a long moment he watched me. He stopped raising the gun, but didn’t drop it either. I could almost see the wheels turn in his head. Finally, he said, “That little thing won’t hurt me.”

“I could put out your eye from here,” I said as evenly as I could. “Been practicing. Now drop the gun and get out of here.”

The expression of distaste grew on his muzzle. He didn’t move, still weighing his options and, no doubt, wondering whether he could cover the fifteen feet between us before I could fire. I didn’t want him to have too much time to think, even though I was sure it wouldn’t do him much good. I raised my voice. “Now!”

His gun clattered to the floor. “This isn’t over,” he said, walking slowly toward me. I retreated into Perrin’s room, keeping the gun on him as he went down the stairs, past Lukon without so much as a glance downward, and out the garage door. I ached to get back inside to Perrin, but forced myself to wait until he was in his transport and out of sight. I closed the garage door, locked the house door, and ran to Lukon. The gunpowder was still too strong for me to tell for sure whether or not he was alive, but one look at his muzzle was all I needed. I ran upstairs and stopped at the entrance to my room.

“Perrin?” I called softly. “He’s gone.” I could smell the cub’s scent, drenched in fear. He was under the bed, but I wanted to let him come out rather than go in after him.

For a moment there was silence, and then I heard him crawling very slowly under the bed. The sheet was pushed aside from one corner, just a bit, and I saw the gleam of an eye in the darkness behind it. Then he was scrabbling across the floor, pushing the bedsheet aside, and running into my arms so hard I almost fell over. I knelt and held him tightly. I wanted to ask him what had happened, but the words came spilling out of him before I could.

“I thought … we heard someone outside … he said you were hurt, and Lukon told me to hide but I wanted to see you but he made me hide anyway, and then I heard them arguing and then there was a bang and it got really quiet and I stayed as quiet as I could too and he came up the stairs…” He gulped and gasped for breath, and looked up at me. “I knew you weren’t hurt,” he said. “I knew you’d save me.”

I nuzzled his ears. “You did the right thing to hide, and listen to…” I thought of Lukon downstairs, and paused.

He caught my hesitation. “Where’s Lukon? Is he okay?”

“He…”

He held on tightly to me. “Has he gone to Wolf’s pack too?” He said it dully, matter-of-factly, and a fierce anger grew inside me at the tone. That he was becoming so used to death, to having the ones he cared about ripped from his life, pained me in a way I’d never felt before. I would put a stop to it. If it meant getting rid of Herkon myself—so be it. I would be happy for a good reason to do it.

“I don’t think so. He’s a bear.” I stroked his fur softly.

“Do they have packs?”

“No, they have clans,” I said. “Families.”

He thought about this for a while. “But he was part of our family.”

“I guess he was.” I kept stroking his fur softly.

“So maybe he went to Wolf’s Pack.” He seemed satisfied with this bit of logic. “They’d let him in, wouldn’t they?”

I’d always been raised to believe that Wolf looked after wolves, and nobody else. But I wanted to make Perrin feel better, and so I said, “I’m sure they would.”

He got quiet then, and I just held him, wondering how I was going to get Lukon out of the living room without having a whole investigation. In the end I decided I would have to contact his family and let them handle it. I’d spoken to his sister once or twice and she seemed like a reasonable individual. And I felt I should be the one to give her the bad news.

I carried Perrin into his room and tried to put him down on his bed, but he clung to me. “I have to go take care of Lukon,” I said. “You shouldn’t see…”

He set his jaw stubbornly. “I wanna see. I can handle it.”

I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t think it would be good for him to see, but he wouldn’t stay up here on his own. “It’s not a question of handling it,” I said. “I … I don’t think Lukon would have wanted you to see him like this.”

His ears flicked. “I want to tell him good bye.”

I sighed. I couldn’t deny him that. “All right. But then I want you to come back up here right away.”

From the back, as we approached him down the staircase, Lukon almost looked just like he was sleeping. The blood was coagulating on the floor in front of his chest, but apparently the bullet hadn’t gone through, because his back was snowy white. I remembered coming back and finding Perrin asleep on top of him in a very similar pose, and fought back a wave of grief. “Stay on this side of him,” I ordered. “He can hear you just as well.” The cub’s nose was wrinkled at the smells of blood and gunpowder, but he walked slowly over to Lukon’s form.

I listened to him with one ear as he murmured his goodbyes, placing a paw on Lukon’s stiffening shoulder. The other ear was pressed to the intra-compound phone, which I never used. It could reach any of the houses in the Vishon compound, but the only ones I had any reason to talk to didn’t have extensions. Lukon had carefully noted his sister’s extension, along with those of a couple friends. I pressed his sister’s short code and in a moment she’d picked up.

“Hello?”

“Amian?”

“Yes. Who is this?”

I told her. “I have some bad news.”

“Oh no. He’s not…”

I sighed. “I’m sorry.”

She didn’t respond, and after a moment I realized she was crying. I glanced over at Perrin to find that he was looking at me, his eyes filled with tears too.

Still holding the earpiece, I sat down and beckoned Perrin over to me. He ran to my arms again and pressed up beside me. Lukon’s sister was sobbing quietly into my ear as Perrin whimpered into the other. He said, “Is this m-my fault?”

“What?”

“What?” Lukon’s sister asked in my ear.

“Nothing, I’m talking to…” I looked down at Perrin, and covered the microphone. “It’s not your fault.”

He continued to sniffle, saying, “Then w-why do people k-keep…” He wiped his nose.

In my ear, Lukon’s sister was asking what had happened, and how long ago, and what was I going to do. I hugged Perrin against me, quieting him, and spoke softly to her. “There was a fight. I need … can you get someone to come over here?”

“Over there?”

I sighed. “To handle the arrangements.”

“The … oh.” She sniffed again, and I heard someone in the background asking her what was wrong, and her hurried “in a minute.” She turned her attention back to me. “Don’t you know who to call?”

“I didn’t know if you had family arrangements or something.”

“No.” She sounded flat.

“Then I can take care of it.”

Her manner changed slightly. “No, no. I’ll do it, I know … I’m sorry, it’s just such a shock. We … didn’t think he was doing dangerous work.”

Around me, everything is dangerous work. I tightened my hold on Perrin. “It was a shock to me too.”

“I’d better make that call. Th—thank you for calling us.”

“You’re welcome, Amian. I’m sorry.” I couldn’t reach the main unit on the table to replace the earpiece, so I just left it on the floor rather than let go of Perrin.

He pressed against me and whimpered, “Everybody’s gone away,” and I opened my muzzle to comfort him. But how could I? How could I reassure him that I wouldn’t go the same way as his father and Lukon had, that he wouldn’t end up all alone?

I had no idea.

But I knew that’s what had to be done, and so I said, “I’m not going to leave you, Perrin. I’m not going anywhere. I won’t ever leave you.”

The words spilled out before I could stop them, even though I knew as I said them that they were a lie. Without Lukon to help, with Herkon after him, I couldn’t keep him safe here and it wouldn’t be fair to him to try. But he didn’t have to deal with that reality yet.

He looked up with eyes that were just beginning to show tears. “I know that,” he said as though it were a plain fact and I were silly to have mentioned it.

I felt a rush of annoyance that my stirring emotional declaration had been met so flatly, but quelled it. For the moment, I just wanted him to feel safe. “All right, now get on up to bed. I have some things to take care of. Yes, you can sleep with me tonight.” He hadn’t even indicated that he was going to ask, but his ears perked up when I said it, and he walked a bit more willingly toward the stairs.

I watched him walk up and disappear into my room, and then turned to Lukon. I knelt beside him and took some time to say my own goodbyes.
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The funeral was as torturous as I had expected it to be. I avoid large crowds of bears whenever I can; they make me feel like I’m back at the orphanage with all the bigger kids just waiting to catch me alone. I don’t know most of the Vishons, and I can’t spot family resemblances except in scent. Without a terminal to give me information, I’m lost, and I don’t like being lost.

Fortunately, Amian had no trouble finding me, and approached me shortly before the service. She obviously thought my usual wary expression meant that I didn’t know who she was, but I’d noted the resemblance of her scent when she got close enough.

“Wolf. I’m Amian.” She extended a paw. “Lukon’s sister. Thank you so much for coming.” She was wearing a short black wrap, and her reddened eyes showed that she still hadn’t gotten over her brother’s death. I let her clasp my small paw in her huge one.

“I had to,” I said tersely, then regretted the brusqueness. “He was my closest friend.”

She nodded. “This is my husband, Varnon, and our oldest children, Tyrean and Doron.” A slender bear, as bears go, shook my paw, and two cubs followed, the younger about Perrin’s age. “Varnon, why don’t you take the cubs over to mother. I’ll be there soon.”

He rumbled, “Okay,” raised a paw to me, and left, trailing the cubs behind him. Doron kept looking around at me, his eyes wide. I forced a smile at them and then turned back to Amian.

“I want to know who did it.”

I shook my head. “Don’t ask.”

“Wolf, I called our police, and they said they’d look into it. They said they’d call back and update me that night. Murder is serious, they said. They never called back. I called the next day and they wouldn’t talk to me. Kept telling me that they weren’t convinced it was a … a…”

“Prosecutable offense,” I said dully.

“Yes! What does that mean?! How can they not prosecute a murder?”

I bit my lip. She was doing a good job keeping her voice down, but the emotion in it was audible to those around us, many of whom were turning to look and, no doubt, listen. I talked in a very low voice. “Because we employ a certain number of bears whose job it is to murder, and they cannot be prosecuted for it.”

“Whose … job?” She stared at me. “But not other bears. Outsiders! Not other bears!”

Two more bears to her right turned to stare. “Amian, he can’t be prosecuted for it. They have to have that leeway. You think there are no bears on drugs? You think there’s no chance that they could be interfered with?”

“But … Luke wasn’t on drugs. He wasn’t interfering.” She paused and looked at me. “Was he?”

I sighed. “Technically, he was.”

Her paw flew to her muzzle. “Was he protecting the cub? Did the cub get hurt?”

I looked at her sharply. “How do you know about him?”

Guilt and embarrassment mingled with the grief on her muzzle. “Luke told us. He said he wasn’t supposed to, but he … he was happy to take care of him. He did love him. And he wanted to share that with us.” She’d started to cry again. “And he had to explain why he wanted Doron’s homework.”

I sighed. I couldn’t fault Lukon, but it seemed pointless to try to track down how Herkon had known about Perrin now. It could have been from any number of places. “It’s okay,” I said, and reached up to pat her shoulder.

As if she’d read my mind, she said, “We didn’t tell anyone. I promise you that. None of us, even the cubs.”

“It’s okay, Amian,” I said softly, but I was weighing whether she and her family could really be trusted. Once a secret’s been told once, it’s no longer a secret.

“Where is he? Didn’t he want to come?”

He had, desperately, but had also been afraid of the bears. It was a moot point anyway, because I wouldn’t allow him out in public in the Vishon compound. No point in making things worse than they already were. “He still feels nervous around bears,” I said, to keep it simple.

“Luke said that,” Amian said, and smiled. “He said he had the hardest time getting the cub to trust him, but he was so sweet, we knew it wouldn’t take long. And he had a big smile on his muzzle one day when he came over, and he said the cub had hugged him…” She broke down into sobs again, and when I patted her shoulder she leaned against me, almost knocking me over. I held her as best I could, wiping my own eyes at the same time.

The side benefit of her crying was that most of the bears who were looking at us turned away respectfully. “I’m sorry,” she sniffled, straightening up. “I miss him. I hadn’t realized how much.”

“Yeah.” I wiped my nose. “Me either.”

“You know, you have cubs, and you see your family less often, and then you don’t realize…” She was quiet for a few moments, and then continued, with a clearer voice. “I wanted to ask you about the cub, actually. We could watch him, if you want. He could go to school with Doron. We’d make sure it would be okay. You know, there’s not that much of a size difference at that age.”

I winced. Perrin at a Vishon school? He’d be terrified and I’d never get any work done from worrying about him. “I don’t think school is a good idea. I was going to continue his work myself.”

“You can keep having Doron’s work if you want.”

“Thank you. That would be very helpful.”

“Won’t that cut into your work, though?”

“For a little while. In a few months I’ll try to place him in a foster home.”

She was quiet, and I didn’t have to look at her to interpret the silence. “Really, I think it’d be best for him to grow up in a stable home. I just can’t provide that.” I realized, though, that if Herkon was determined to get him, that I’d never be able to place him anywhere completely safe.

“I know you’ll do what’s best for him,” she said softly, and I knew she still thought, for some reason, that what was best for him was me. Her confidence in me only reinforced doubts that I was having about placing Perrin with foster parents. I couldn’t look after him forever, but I didn’t know anyone who could do a better job at it.

“I’d better get back to my family,” she said in the same soft tone. “They’re about to start. Thank you for everything, Wolf.”

“Amian,” I said, stopping her. I stood on tiptoe and said, very softly, “I’m going to get the bear who did it. I promise you that. One way or another.”

She nodded, and whispered back, “Anything we can do to help, just ask.” And then she walked off, and stood with her family, and we all bowed our heads and mourned the passing of a bear who deserved much better.


Part III
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On the playground, the cubs chased each other around the rusted equipment. I watched Perrin move through them, running and laughing, and relaxed back into the shadows of the park bench. The shadows masked some of the stark whiteness of my fur, and I wore my dark glasses to hide my pink eyes, and remain as inconspicuous as possible. Checking the area, as I did out of habit every five minutes or so, I saw that one of the few other parents present, a fox, had fallen asleep. Her muzzle had been drooping for the last hour, and now it rested on her dirty shirt, her eyes shut. Obviously she wasn’t any more worried about the danger of the rusty equipment than the other three mothers who were sitting near her looking bored.

I couldn’t tell which of the two fox cubs running around with the wolf and hare cubs were hers. Maybe both. Perversely, they had drawn more of my attention than Perrin had, maybe because they were both pure white. Smaller than the wolves and slower than they and the hares were, they ended up alone a good deal. But they were obviously friends, if not brother and sister, and when one got pushed down by a bigger wolf, the other was there to help him or her get up.

I was pleased that Perrin wasn’t doing any of the pushing. I wasn’t about to tell him to go out of his way to include the weaker kids. They’d have to find their own way. But I’d have been upset if he’d bullied them.

He had been very shy the first couple times I brought him to the playground, which I’d selected specifically because it was predominantly frequented by wolves, and because it was in an out of the way corner of the residential sector. He hadn’t known how to relate to the other cubs, but after a few rough starts, and some encouragement from me, he asserted himself more and made a few friends.

It took us an hour and a half to get here, but it was worth it to me to see him playing with other cubs. He had a joyful energy in this playground that I’d never seen before, which only accentuated one of the many problems I was trying to sort out. The time watching Perrin at the playground turned out to be good for me in another sense; it gave me time to sit and think outside of my normal routine.

What to do with Perrin? That was at the top of my list. Watching him play, I knew he had to be in a situation like this, with other cubs his own age. But every few minutes, just as I scanned the area for potential threats, Perrin would pause, glance my way, and smile when he saw me. Not just checking that I hadn’t run away, but making sure I was watching him. I always smiled back, and the other side of that problem gripped my heart: how could I make him leave me when he so badly wanted to stay? For me to leave, and live in a residential sector like this one, was out of the question. Eventually they would find me. Retirement paths were no more plentiful for me than they had been for Callon.

Even if I took care of Herkon (another one of my problems), I couldn’t ever be sure I’d be safe. And I couldn’t condemn Perrin to that life of always looking over his shoulder, wondering if this would be the day I wouldn’t come home, or if he’d find me crumpled on the floor like Lukon, red seeping through my fur.

I had a meeting with Rosson scheduled for that afternoon, and that was my only faint hope. I knew better than to ask to be let go, but I could sound him out on what might happen if I disappeared. I’d been avoiding him for the past few weeks—or else he’d been avoiding me. Sometimes it was hard to tell which. The killers hadn’t gone out for the first week after Callon’s death, and only twice in the past two. Neither mission had required my attention. Either that, or they’d been ordered not to call me in.

The cubs were chasing each other around the playground again in a different configuration. They seemed to know the rules of the game naturally; even Perrin was dancing around with confidence. The fox cubs were involved too, as equals this time. I watched, trying to figure out what they were doing, and soon had it: it was “tag,” but with teams. Perrin was partnered with a smaller wolf cub with splotches on his ears, and whenever one of them was tagged, he would yelp something I couldn’t make out. Then the two of them chased the others until they cornered one and tagged him, and that one would yelp, and he and his partner became the chasers.

I wished that the rules of the game I was playing were as easy to figure out. There were a few pieces that didn’t fit, some angles that just didn’t match up, and I hated that. How had Herkon known so conclusively that Perrin was in my house? What had Callon been about to tell me when he stopped himself? How could Herkon have come up with the plan of stealing Callon’s gun and attacking Lukon with it while I was away—a plan that depended on timing, and which would have worked had Wesson not inadvertently tipped me off—and yet engineered Callon’s murder so clumsily that everyone knew he’d done it? Some facts seemed to fit his average intelligence; others pointed to a cunning that rivaled Rosson’s.

For that matter, why hadn’t he tried attacking me alone? It wouldn’t be that difficult, and though I’d be on my guard, I could think of a handful of different ways he could have done it. Now that I knew his dislike had tripped over into something he was willing to act on, I’d be much more careful, and much of his advantage was lost. Had been lost from the time I met with Callon, actually.

Probably, I reflected soberly, Perrin owed his survival to Callon twice. If Callon hadn’t warned me, I wouldn’t have put together what Wesson’s innocent inquiry meant, and I would have arrived too late, or not at all. I thought that perhaps that made up for at least some of the pain Callon had inflicted on others over his life. And maybe that’s what he wanted to do.

Going soft? Maybe. But if so, it was contagious. Since the meeting with Callon, and the bloodletting the following week, I was having more difficulty concentrating on tracking down targets. I made note of their families, remembering Amian’s tears at her brother’s funeral. I wondered if they had cubs they hadn’t registered, but still cared for. Looking around the playground, I wondered if the absent parents of some of the cubs were on my list, and what would happen to the cubs when I led the killers to their parents. And for the first time, I found myself wondering what had happened to my own parents.

I’d always assumed they had abandoned me, and had never been discouraged from that assumption. A bleached-white, pink-eyed freak of a cub would not be a welcome arrival in the harsh world of New Tibet. But now I wondered whether maybe they had been on the wrong side of the Vishons’ list. I could search for wolf couples that had been targets in the three years after my birth, if I knew my birth year accurately. But it was just as likely that one had been the target and the other killed in the process, so they wouldn’t show up as a couple. It was equally likely that they’d been killed by the Shivers. It was perhaps most likely that my original theory was correct, and they simply hadn’t wanted to watch a weak albino cub die in their care. They couldn’t have known what I’d turn out to be.

But maybe if they had, they would have made the same decision.

I had always prided myself on being solely responsible for my life. My parents had abandoned me; I made my own way. As I watched Perrin play in a way I couldn’t remember ever having done, I started to realize that I hadn’t made any way for myself. I’d gotten a comfy position and curled up there and hidden from the outside world. Sure, my safety came at the expense of those I helped track down, but they hadn’t cared about me; why should I care about them? It had never occurred to me that they might, given only a chance.

I was re-examining my life in a way I hadn’t since I was a cub. What disturbed me most, I think, was not how much it bothered me, but how long it had gone on without bothering me. And I thought that maybe being responsible for my life was not something I should be quite so proud of.

“Be careful, Perrin,” I called as he clambered up onto a rusty mass of pipes that might or might not have been intended for that purpose. He flashed me a smile and wagged his tail, and kept right on climbing. I glanced around at the other parents to see if any of them would be concerned if their cub clambered around on what amounted to little more than a scrap heap, but none of them were paying attention. The vixen was still sleeping, her tail sweeping the ground behind her as she dreamt. From the smile on her muzzle, it was probably a good dream, one in which she didn’t have to take her cub to be bullied by wolves on a decrepit playground. One in which she didn’t live on New Tibet.

Getting Perrin off the planet was a solution that had occurred to me, but it was extreme. I was certain that there would be someplace on the planet he could grow up without the Vishons threatening him, as long as I wasn’t around and Herkon was taken care of. So I would have to do that, too, and I must say I didn’t regret coming to that decision. The only question was how, and I was reluctant to go ahead with that until I understood things a little better. I was hoping that a talk with Garon and maybe Feron would clear up some of the questions I had about Herkon. I’d have to be circumspect, but I had a lifetime of experience at gathering information, and I was confident I could manage it.

I realized, thinking of talks, that we’d have to leave if I were to make my appointment with Rosson. I stood up and called, “Come on, Perrin, time to go!”

He pouted, but came over quickly. His tail was still wagging as he walked back toward the transport with me. “When can we come back? Garry wanted to know if I could come play tomorrow.”

I smiled. “Who’s Garry?”

“The one with the black ears.” He pointed at another wolf cub, who was waving at him. Perrin returned the wave. “He’s pretty nice.”

“Well, maybe we can come back tomorrow.” I didn’t have any appointments scheduled, and the killers weren’t going out for another few days. I’d planned to try to talk to Garon tomorrow, but I could do that in the morning.

He gave me a bright smile as he clambered into the front seat of the transport. “I like the playground,” he announced. “Why didn’t you take me there before?”

“I didn’t think it would be safe,” I said. “I’m sorry. I’m glad you like it, though.” I felt my tail wag against the seat.

“The seesaw is my favorite.”

I chuckled. “Why’s that?”

“Cause you get to go up and down with someone else. But Winston likes to try to bang your butt. I don’t like that.”

“That doesn’t seem friendly,” I agreed.

“He’s nice,” Perrin said speculatively, “except if there’s other cubs watching. Then he gets mean.” He looked over at me. “Why?”

“I don’t know. Maybe he wants the others to see that he’s stronger.”

“Why does he have to be mean? He could just pick up a rock or something, couldn’t he?”

“Some people are just like that, Perrin.” I thought of Herkon, and wondered again what he was trying to prove. Was he just a grown-up bully? Or was there more to him?

Perrin considered that, then chattered on about the other cubs at the playground. He stayed in a happy mood all the way back to the Vishon compound. When I pulled up around back of the Mammoth, he got into the back seat and pulled the blanket over himself without being told.

I smiled back at him. “I’ll try to keep it short.”

“Okay.” His voice was muffled through the blanket. I checked to make sure he was hidden, then walked into the restaurant.

Rosson was waiting in the back room, wearing a different robe this time. This one was much plainer than the silver one he usually wore; it was black, and looked very thick and coarse. After a moment, I recognized it as the one he had used in his days on the killer squad.

“Thinking of coming out of retirement?” I grinned as I sat down, but I wasn’t entirely joking. It was possible Rosson was wearing it in response to the threat Herkon posed. Or maybe all his silver robes were just in the laundry.

“I’ve never stopped working, Wolf.” He spoke slowly and seriously.

“I know that, Rosson.” I sighed. This would have been easier if he’d been in a good mood.

“So what is this about?”

“I need a new assistant.” I’d planned to start from here, discuss that, and then move into the possibility of the new assistant being someone who could take over from me, and see how he reacted to the idea of my leaving.

He shifted in his chair and looked at me with guarded eyes. “Why don’t you just train that little protégé of yours?”

I blinked and didn’t respond immediately. My intuition had gone off, and suddenly I was looking at things from a different angle, and it was an ugly one. But it fit, it all fit, and the more I thought about it the more I convinced myself it had to be true. But I needed more than just a hunch. I paused just long enough to come up with a test, and then delivered it casually.

“I placed him with a foster home. A month ago.”

I watched his reaction. His eyes narrowed skeptically, and I could see him thinking. I kept my expression impassive. I didn’t think he would tell me he knew I was lying, but his expression and hesitation spoke for him. He was obviously trying to figure out why I was lying to him, but it wouldn’t do him any good even if he did. I already knew what I wanted to: that Herkon had told him the cub was present at the time he attacked. Nobody else could have told him that. And if he hadn’t known, he would have reacted more quickly, with some surprise. I knew Rosson better than any bear—any living bear, anyway—and though he was better than most at hiding his thoughts and feelings, I knew as clearly as if he’d told me aloud that Herkon had found out about Perrin from him, and had attacked my house with his blessing, if not under his orders.

“You should have told me sooner,” he said finally, slowly.

“I was going to,” I said, “but then the thing with Herkon happened.”

“Yes.” His eyes slid distractedly to the side, and now I could see him thinking: what if Wolf isn’t lying? Herkon was not the most reliable of witnesses. Good. Confused is how I wanted him, now.

“I’ve been trying to figure out how to keep things going since then, and that sort of took my mind off other things. I’m sorry.”

“Where did you place him?” He had turned back to look at me, and there was a challenge in his eyes now.

I paused for a moment and then leaned back. “Actually … Lukon took care of it. I just told him to pick a good home. I never found out where it was.”

“How … unfortunate.” His eyes searched mine, and I had to look away, uncomfortable under the scrutiny. I hoped it wasn’t suspicious; he’d sometimes stared at me with that same intensity, and I always ended up looking away despite myself.

“Yes,” I mumbled.

“Did you have anyone in mind?”

“No. I thought I would leave it up to you again.”

He nodded. “I will ask around. We will find someone for you.”

I was sure he would, too, because that would be the only way he could know for sure what had happened to Perrin. “Thanks.”

“Is that all?” He looked a bit startled by the brusqueness of his own comment, and added, “I’m sorry, Wolf. Today has not been a good day.”

“Anything I need to know about?” He shook his head. “Family.”

“Sorry to hear that.” I wondered whether it was his wife or his daughters. “No, that’s all I had to say.” I didn’t need to broach the subject of leaving anymore. In fact, I didn’t want him to suspect I was even thinking about it.

“Stay in touch, Wolf. I’ll send over an assistant when I pick one.”

I nodded, and got up. “Thanks,” I said again, and left.

When I got into the transport outside, I was trembling, but I couldn’t tell whether it was from fear or anger. If Rosson was moving against me, then I was in far more trouble than I’d thought. And he’d betrayed me. I thought about my feelings of loyalty, trying to warn him about Herkon, when all the while he knew he was in no danger. He must have been laughing at me, inside. And that’s why he tried to keep Wesson out. And that’s what Callon must have been about to say, and thought better of it—without proof, accusing Rosson would have been folly. My paws clenched around the wheel, and I gunned the transport’s engine rather harder than I needed to start it. I pulled into the street and tried to relax, resting one paw on my leg and keeping one on the wheel.

Perrin poked his head out from under the blanket as we started moving, and crawled into the front seat. I glanced at him and saw his nose twitching as he looked at me. Then he reached out to the paw I wasn’t using to drive, and patted it.

“Are you scared?” he said softly.

I looked down at his wide brown eyes and tried to relax. Bears weren’t sensitive enough to catch emotional scents, and Perrin had surprised me more than once by picking up my moods. “A bit,” I said. “But you shouldn’t be.”

He smiled. “I’m not. And you shouldn’t be scared either. The bears can’t hurt you any more.”

I swung my ears around. It was an odd thing for him to say. “They could hurt me if they hurt you,” I said. “But I’ll make sure they don’t.”

His small paw closed around mine. “You’re a good daddy.”

I smiled broadly and squeezed his paw. “You’re a good cub.” Inside I felt torn. Would he still think I was a good father after I sent him on a ship off planet? I was convinced now that that was the only safe option. If Rosson was after him, for whatever reason, then any foster home would still be risky. I could probably lose him in the depths of the residential sector, but there would always be that worry, that wondering if chance would bring him into harm’s way.

I could get him off-planet, I knew. It was just a question of keeping him safe for two months until the next shuttle left. Rosson looked at the passenger lists, and I knew him too well to assume that he’d only look at the one I gave him and not check it elsewhere, especially if he suspected me. But he didn’t know what Perrin’s coloring was—at least, not enough to differentiate him from any other wolf cub. I could easily get him a ticket under another name, and the personal description on the manifest wouldn’t give him away.

Perrin would be hurt, of course, but in the end he’d find another family. I made a mental note to check on offworld foster agencies. That in itself would be tricky—offworld communications were far easier to monitor than surface comm—but I could do it. It would be easier if I could arrange for someone to go with him. Well, there was probably no shortage of wolves desperate to get off planet. Some discreet inquiries over the next two months should turn up something.
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Rosson sent a new assistant over three days later. He came without warning, but at least had the grace to knock at the door. “Come around through the garage,” I called, and opened the garage door. That gave me time to sweep Perrin upstairs. We’d planned a little act to put on that would hopefully confuse Rosson further. I didn’t tell Perrin about that part, just that we wanted the new bear to think he’d been gone. He was happy to play along and loved being included in the plan.

The new bear introduced himself as Surion. He was young and enthusiastic, and talkative too. I’d tuned out most of his chatter while I was showing him the house and his room (giving Perrin time to slip outside) until something he said made me perk my ears.

“I’m sorry, did you say something about…?”

He looked at me earnestly. “You don’t, do you? Think I got this because of my family connections?”

“Connections?”

“Oh, that’s a bad word. It makes it sound like I’m using them. Really, it’s just that he knows me personally, not like I asked for this or anything.”

“And who knows you personally?”

“Rosson. His wife’s brother married my aunt.”

I wasn’t at all surprised Rosson would want someone he could count on in this position. Given what had happened to Lukon, I was a bit surprised he would risk a member of his own family. But then, Surion would probably be told when it would be a good idea to make himself scarce. I could use that information.

And Rosson no doubt knew I would.

A weak knocking downstairs interrupted me. Showtime.

Surion walked behind me down the stairs. “I thought you didn’t get many visitors,” he said.

“I don’t. This is unusual. Damn!” I said, as though I’d just remembered. “I forgot to close the garage.”

I had planned to get a knife, so as not to reveal my gun, but now I figured Rosson had told him about my gun anyway. I directed him to grab the door handle, and while his back was turned, I took the gun from my desk. Holding it behind my jacket, I motioned to him to go ahead and open the door.

Perrin stood there, shivering. He’d done a good job of dirtying up his fur and had torn his clothes in several places. His tail was curled under his legs and he looked abject.

Surion gaped at him, nonplussed. I dropped the gun and ran to the door, gathering Perrin in my arms. “Perrin! What happened!?”

He was breathing hard and affecting sobs. “I couldn’t stay … I ran away … I missed you.” He whimpered very convincingly. If I hadn’t seen him just an hour before, I would really have believed that he’d trekked across half the planet. “They hit me…”

I held him tightly. “Come on upstairs. Let’s get you cleaned up. Surion, can you close the garage door?” He nodded, still looking confused. “Thanks.”

While he was tending to the garage, I carried Perrin upstairs and started a hot shower for him. He glanced at me after I’d shut the bathroom door, and tentatively allowed his tail to wag. I grinned at him. “You did a good job, kiddo.”

He wagged more enthusiastically. “It was okay?”

“More than okay. You almost fooled me!”

He giggled and pawed at me. “I didn’t fool you. You told me to do it!”

“Where’d you come up with the “they hit me”? That was good. And what did you do to your ears?”

He reached up and rubbed his ears with a small paw. “I rolled around in the street outside the garage.” He held up his shirt. “And I tore this on the transport.”

“It looks great.” I pulled the shirt off him, then his pants, and took my jacket off so I could help wash him in the shower.

When he’d been cleaned up, I wrapped him in a fluffy towel and left him to dry off while I went to tell Surion to go home and come back tomorrow morning.

“Okay,” he said. “What—who is that?”

“A cub I was taking care of. I had him placed at a foster agency, but I guess he didn’t like it.”

He nodded. “Weird thing to happen my first day.”

Suspicious thing, too. I was ready. “I guess he must have been watching. I haven’t had the garage door open in a few days, and he knows the front door is sealed.”

“Oh, yeah, that makes sense.” He brightened, as though he’d really been troubled by the coincidence. “So I’ll see you tomorrow, uh…” He paused in the act of extending his paw, his wide eyes meeting mine.

“You can call me Boss,” I said, looking up and grasping his paw in mine. “I’ll have some work for you tomorrow. I hope you can cook.”

He bit his lip at that, then quickly covered his anxiety. “Oh, sure, Boss. I can cook pretty good. My mom, you know, she cooks sometimes for the Mammoth and I learned from her all while I was growing up. I mean, how could I not? Just watch how she makes dinner, right? It’s not that hard.”

“Of course.” I waved him out the door, looking ahead at future days’ menus with more than a little trepidation.
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“Did we fool him?” was the first thing Perrin asked when I stepped into his room. He was curled up in his bed, but his ears were perked and his eyes bright, and sleep looked the furthest from his mind.

I smiled and sat in a chair next to the bed so I could stroke his ears. “I think so,” I said. “You were great. You should be an actor.”

“What’s that?”

I hesitated. I’d only seen references to plays and shows on the databanks and had never experienced one myself. On New Tibet, there were precious few, and it had seemed frivolous for me to go out of my way to attend one. I decided not to explain the concept of the theater to him just yet. “Someone who acts out a story.”

“Oh, I like doing that,” he said.

“Maybe when you’re older…” My paw paused in its meanderings through his fur, as I recalled that I wouldn’t be around to see him when he was older. “Maybe you can do more of it.”

I could hear his tail thumping the bed. “Can we go to the playground tomorrow? I wanna tell Garry about it.”

“Oh, Perrin, you can’t tell anyone. That’s very important.”

His ears drooped. “But Garry doesn’t know any bears. He told me so.”

“That doesn’t matter. This is just a secret for you and me.”

“Oh.” He seemed happier at that, and looked up with those soft brown eyes.

I smiled down. “Is that okay?”

“I guess.” He reached out with a paw and held my other paw. “As long as you don’t tell anybody either.”

Tail wagging, I squeezed his paw. “I promise.”

“Okay then.” He nodded solemnly.

“So since you’re all ready for bed, how about I bring our dinner up here and you can eat it here?”

His ears perked. “In bed? I’m not allowed.”

“I think this is one of those times when you are.” I kissed his ears. “You sure deserve it, after coming all the way back from that horrible place where they beat you.”

It was wonderful to see his eyes light up, and his bright smile. “Oh yeah! They were bad. They hit me with sticks and told me I was a bad wolf cub.” He flattened his ears and gave me a mock pout that almost had me throwing my arms around him to reassure him.

I laughed instead and ruffled the fur between his ears. “Easy there. You already got your dinner.”

His features relaxed, and he grinned at me. “I thought maybe if I did real good you might bring dessert too.”

At that, I had to hug him. “Deal,” I said, and went downstairs to meet my promise.
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The kitchen was a lonely place, and had been even before Lukon’s death. I didn’t remember ever going in there before he arrived, and when I had gone in by myself, it had been because he was out at his sister’s. I hadn’t minded at the time. I liked the privacy and being by myself. I didn’t like it as much now; all it did was serve to remind me that he was never coming back. The kitchen had become a monument to him, of sorts. I caught myself remembering things he’d said from the kitchen, fingering the cooking utensils he’d purchased on my account and recalling the argument we’d had about it—the first time he’d questioned my orders. The rest of the house was mine, but the kitchen had become his.

As I got together the meager preparations for Perrin’s dinner, I felt a presence behind me. Old stories of a ghost in the kitchen were collecting in my head, I supposed, reinforced by the memories of Lukon. I resisted turning as long as I could. I’m the only spook in this house, I said, but eventually I had to turn and look, just to be sure. Nothing.

“No such thing as ghosts,” I muttered. “I should know. I’m the only one.”

As clearly as if he really were standing there, I could hear Lukon’s response, complete with dry humor, not contradicting me outright but giving me something to think about. “Whatever you say, Boss. I guess you would know.”

“Damn straight I would.” I chopped some vegetables with a bit too much energy.

“Only seems to me you’ve been awful real lately, for a ghost.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I didn’t turn around. It was easier to pretend he was still there if I just concentrated on the vegetables. Turn on the range—where’s the switch? I hadn’t used it since Lukon died; I’d just been heating up leftovers and dinners that Amian sent over. But I wanted to steam the vegetables for Perrin tonight, because I knew he liked them that way.

“Us ghosts, you know, we don’t have any attachments. We just come and go as we please, and people aren’t sure if they’ve seen us or not. All that messy real stuff, well, we just leave that behind. Floating around, scaring a few people now and then … it’s not a bad life.” I imagined his deep chuckle. “For not having a life, I mean.”

“So?” There wasn’t a switch on top of the range, nor any visible one on the front.

“Boss, I know you always wanted to pass through this world without a trace. You never wanted to get close to me because of that. But— surprise—it happened anyway. And now you’re even closer to Perrin. And he loves you.”

There was a small console above the stove. I poked at the unlabeled buttons, trying to see if something came on. I turned on a fan and two lights, but nothing was getting warm. “Doesn’t matter. He’ll have to go off planet in two months. And you’re already gone.”

“And then you’ll just float away again.”

“And then I’ll just float away again.”

“You’re not going to be very popular here.”

“I never was.”

“But at least you were useful. If you do what you’re thinking about, Boss…”

I turned around, paws on my hips, and faced the empty kitchen. “You know, if you’re so smart, tell me how to turn the damn range on!”

For a moment I could hear Lukon’s deep chuckle again, and then the sound faded to nothing. Great. I was talking to myself. I took a deep breath and turned around again, and there was the switch, clearly marked “Range” in Lukon’s neat lettering, right beside the stove.
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Surion was, thankfully, not as much of an annoyance as I’d thought he’d be, though he was every bit as bad a cook as I’d feared. Perrin’s remark the first night about his broiled salmon affected him rather personally, and I had to have a long talk with Perrin later about the right time and way to say things even if they were perfectly true.

Once you got past his talkative nature, Surion was pretty efficient and fairly bright—for a bear. His aspirations for the killer squad had been derailed early on by poor eyesight, but he’d continued to pester his way into some of the more advanced courses at the school. When he’d graduated, he’d slipped into an administrative job at one of the engineering facilities, and been bored to tears. His complaints had (I inferred) driven his mother crazy enough that she, in turn, had driven her relatives crazy, until they had no choice but to place him somewhere more to his liking. So despite his protestations, it was his relationship to Rosson that had landed him the job.

I didn’t care about that. I didn’t even mind his talking. I only had to put up with him for two months.

My own work suffered, but not as a result of Surion’s inexperience. As my imaginary ghost of Lukon had told me, I felt I was becoming more real. The names on the other side of my terminal connected to images in my head of wolves, of hares, of foxes with families who cared about them. I had to turn over some names to the killers, but they found over those two months that their intended victims were no longer at the address I’d given them. Sometimes they’d left weeks before, sometimes earlier that day. It didn’t make up for the years I’d spent hunting them down, I knew that. But it made me feel a little better inside, and when I took Perrin to the playground now, I stopped wondering if his playmates would be orphaned by my work.

The change in my work caused some problems, too, though I had difficulty caring about them. I was measuring everything against the deadline of the shuttle’s liftoff. Two weeks before that, Rosson called me to the Mammoth. He looked more at ease than the last time I’d seen him, and he gave me a thin smile as I sat down. I returned it easily, even though I could feel my fur prickle with anger just from looking at him.

“Not having such good luck with our problem clients, are we, Wolf?”

I shifted in my seat. “That’s what I understand. You know, I’m still training Surion to help. It’s possible that I’m not getting the most recent data anymore. I haven’t had time to look into it.”

He didn’t buy it, but he pretended to. “How is Surion working out?”

“Very well. He needs some cooking lessons, but he’s a good backup and he’s very bright. He has a lot of potential.”

“Good. You have the passenger manifest?”

“Here.” I handed it across the table. Rosson took it casually and scanned the list of names. Perrin’s was close to the last of the five hundred, listed as “Marchal Wien, wolf,” with a brief summary of his markings next to it. Because he was underage and traveling alone, there was an icon of a cub next to his name, and I was sure it would draw Rosson’s attention.

If it did, he didn’t remark on it. “Thank you,” he said, and tucked the list into a pocket of his robe. For a long moment he just looked at me, and I looked steadily back.

We were playing a game at many more levels than usual. I understood what he was doing now, but understanding didn’t carry forgiveness. His focus on getting rid of Perrin had slipped from the routine wrapping up of a case to an obsession, to the point that he magnified the danger the cub posed far beyond what it actually was. Perrin recognized very few bears, and even if the enforcers had somehow gotten hold of him and linked him to his dead father, he wouldn’t be able to pick Herkon out of a crowd. By smell, he might, but only because Herkon had come looking for him again. Otherwise that smell, like the memory of that night, would have faded away like one of his old drawings.

It had become a point of pride, I guessed. He had told me to get rid of the cub, and I hadn’t. And then Lukon, a faithful servant, had been killed in his next attempt to get rid of the cub. Of course, he could blame that on Herkon, and probably had, in his own mind. But it was still a failure, and if he hadn’t particularly cared that I’d kept Perrin before, now he most certainly did.

“You’ve been gone during the day an awful lot, Wolf. You think that might be to blame for your recent problems?”

Occasionally, someone had tried to follow me out of the compound when I left to take Perrin to the playground. I knew the streets well enough to lose them quickly. Still, I didn’t particularly want to encourage this line of questioning. “Don’t see how it could.”

“Where have you been going?”

I shrugged. “Personal business.”

“Some of the bears are saying you’ve been talking to the Shivers. Thinking about going back to your own kind.”

“That’s ridiculous. Why would they say that?” I barked a short, mirthless laugh. “My own kind? Even if I did go back, who says they’d want me?”

He continued to measure me with his gaze. “I don’t think I should need to threaten you, Wolf. But you know what will happen if you betray me.”

I knew, all right. The stench of it lingered in the hallway and I could catch traces of it here in the room. I nodded seriously.

“I think perhaps you should take an escort when you go out from now on. For your own safety, you understand.”

“Of course. Is Surion acceptable?” I’d been anticipating that Rosson would order him to accompany me everywhere at some point.

Maybe I’d acquiesced a little too easily. He narrowed his eyes. “Yes. Surion will be an acceptable escort.”

“All right. And I’ll spend a little more time verifying the addresses. Anything else?”

He got up before I did, looming over the table. “Just remember what I said, Wolf. No games.”

That’s rich, coming from you, I thought. I just nodded, flicking my ears so I wouldn’t lay them flat. All the anger was coming back in a wave, and suddenly I was itching to leap at Rosson and tear out his throat, or just run out of the room and keep running until I’d left all this behind.

I did neither, of course. I smiled politely, got up, and walked out of that room for the last time.
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The shuttle terminal was poorly lit and poorly laid out. Grasping Perrin’s paw, I guided him through the narrow corridors, following the signs for the passenger embarkation. He stumbled along silently behind me, and I thought, I really should tell him sometime that I’m not going with him. But not just yet.

There was a strong smell of desperation in the air, the common thread of the multi-layered scent that permeated the terminal. Relief hung in the air with it; all the people who had walked these corridors, regardless of species, were frantic to get off the planet. I couldn’t blame them.

Where were all the people? With a shuttle leaving, the place should’ve been a maze of activity. Briefly, I wondered if I’d made a wrong turn and ended up in a disused part of the complex, but no, there was another sign pointing the way. I followed it around a corner and caught a rank smell in the air, one I knew well. I started to back up, but he came around the corner ahead of me before I could get out of sight.

“Hello, Wolf,” he sneered.

I pushed Perrin behind me. “Herkon,” I said evenly. “What are you doing here?”

“Can’t let him off planet. Can’t even let him out of this terminal now.” He waved a gun in one paw. “You can’t stop me this time.” His smile was as nasty as anything I’d ever seen on a bear’s muzzle.

I turned, intending to block his view with my body. Perrin was standing frozen behind me, eyes wide. “Run!” I hissed at him, pushing him away. “Run now, find someone with a uniform.” He took a few uncertain steps away from me, walking backwards down the corridor. “Go!” I yelled, not caring now whether Herkon heard or not.

Perrin took a few more steps, and then the sound of a gunshot exploded through the corridor, though oddly muffled. His head swung around, and when it turned back to me, I could see the blood running down from the hole perfectly centered between his shadowed eyes. He reached a paw to me, then his small form crumpled to the ground in the corridor.

Blind with rage and grief, I turned to Herkon, who was still brandishing the gun and smiling. I took a step toward him, but no more. The crack of the shot rang out again, and there was a searing pain in my gut as my legs went numb. I fell to the floor and watched as he dropped the gun and started to walk towards me, paws reaching out for my neck. I moaned, “No… no…” and somewhere in there I realized I was dreaming.

It took a great effort to open my eyes. I heard my own moans in my ears and sat up, panting, trembling all over. Just a dream. Just a dream.

My door creaked slowly open and Perrin’s muzzle poked through the opening. “Are … are you okay?”

My throat was dry. It took me two tries to say “Yes,” and then I found that I wanted to hold him and make sure he was real. I reached out a paw and gestured, and he padded softly into the room and climbed up onto the bed. I hugged him against me and he hugged back, his tail wagging slowly against my arm.

When I loosened my grip, he leaned back and looked seriously at me. “Do you want me to sleep here with you?”

The last shreds of the dream evaporated, and I smiled. “Yes. I’d like that.”

I would have variations of that dream just about every night for the next two weeks, but they never startled me as much again. Perrin stayed with me each night, and maybe his presence helped reduce the power of the nightmares.

I knew I would have to tell him he was leaving without me, but I kept putting it off. He was happy even with Surion around, and I couldn’t do anything to spoil that, even though I knew I’d have to. I rationalized it, telling myself that the longer I waited to tell him, the less chance he’d spill the secret. But he was good at keeping secrets. And he deserved to know. I would take his ticket out of my desk and look at it and turn it over, and think, this can’t be real. In another week he’d be gone, and then my life would be going on as before … except I didn’t think it ever really could, and not just because of Lukon’s death.

I’d set things up so I could come back to this house and keep doing my job. I figured that in time, my conscience would pass and I could go back to what I’d been doing. At least I could maybe make more of an effort to single out the more innocent of the Vishons’ targets and spare them. But as good as that sounded in theory, I knew in my heart that it would never work. My imagination had been right, that day in the kitchen. I was becoming more real, and the world mattered to me.

Three days beforehand, while Surion was busy in the kitchen, I took Perrin into my room and shut the door, then thought better of it and left it open a crack. Easier to see shadows outside in case Surion took it into his head to spy.

Perrin sat happily in my lap, still wagging his tail from the playground visit earlier that day. “What did you want to talk about, Daddy?”

I smoothed his ears down and watched them spring back up. I fought against the urge to lie to him or cover up the truth. “How would you like to go somewhere with other wolf cubs? Where you can be with them and other wolves and not have to see bears?”

He looked delighted. “Are we going to live near the playground?”

“No … it’s much further than that. And you won’t have to come back here ever.”

His smile faded a bit as he caught my mood. “But you’ll be there too, right?” He grabbed my paw.

“No, Perrin. I can’t come with you.” I had to wrench the words out of myself.

“You promised! You said you wouldn’t leave me!” He clutched my paw more tightly.

I tried to hug him, but he squirmed and wouldn’t let me. “Listen, Perrin, I’m sorry, but I can’t. It’s not a place I can go. But it’s the best place for you to be.”

“How can it be if you won’t be there?” He was starting to cry. “You can go anywhere, why can’t you go?”

Because if I disappear, Rosson will come find me, even off planet. Because I can’t hide on a passenger manifest—how many albino wolves are there on New Tibet? “I just can’t.”

“You can!” he wailed. “You’re a ghost!”

I stared at him and he stared back, his tears shocked into remission by his boldness. “Where did you hear that?” I finally managed to say.

He swallowed and looked up at me, not saying anything. I didn’t help him out by continuing. After several seconds, he looked down and mumbled something.

“What?”

“Nobody told me,” he said, more clearly. “I figured it out.”

“Figured it out?” I didn’t know whether to laugh or yell.

He chanced a quick look up at my muzzle, saw I wasn’t angry, and went on. “L-Lukon told me about ghosts. And how they can seem real. So I thought about how you came and saved me after my daddy left and how you’re called ‘Spook,’ and I thought you must be Daddy’s ghost. Because he wouldn’t leave me alone. And you took care of me like he did.”

I wanted to laugh. The one creature who made me feel more real than anyone else on this Wolf-forsaken iceball, and he thought I wasn’t. “But I’m…” I looked in his eyes and thought, does it matter? “Well,” I started again, “you’re a very clever cub. So you should understand what’s going on.” I smoothed his headfur gently. “In three days you’re going to take a trip to a much nicer place, and you have to go alone.”

He sniffled and let me hug him them. “Do you think maybe you can come later?”

“I … might. If I can.” I said it mostly just to make him feel better, but a part of my mind wondered, why not? What’s keeping me here? The only people you’d felt any loyalty to have systematically been eliminating any reason for you to remain loyal.

But they can still come after you. And him.

He was smiling, and so I hugged him and left it at that.
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On the day of liftoff, I sat with Perrin for a while after we woke up. I held him and pushed down the lump in my throat as I told him what he would have to do.

“I’ll take you to the waiting area. And I’ll stay with you until they call you, and then you’ll have to go with the officer. He won’t be a bear, I promise.” Perrin nodded. His tail draped lifelessly over the sheets and his ears lay flat. “He’ll take you onto a bus to the shuttle, and then you can find your seat. There will be someone on the shuttle who will take care of you for the whole flight, who knows where you’re getting off. Her name is Natalia, and she’s a very nice vixen. I sent her your picture, and she’ll be looking for you. Make sure you remember her name, so you can ask for her.”

“Natalia,” he said without looking up at me.

“She’s got bright red fur. You can’t miss her.” He nodded again. “You’ll be on the shuttle for several weeks. When you land, there will be a wolf there to meet you. She’s from the foster agency and she has three families waiting to talk to you. It doesn’t snow all the time there, and you’ll have lots of room to play.” I coughed to cover the break in my voice and paused to recover before going on. “And lots of other wolf cubs to play with.”

“I don’t want other cubs. I want to wait for you to come.”

I rubbed his ears. “I might not be able to come for a long time, Perrin. If I can, I will. But you shouldn’t spend your whole life waiting.” I smiled and tilted his muzzle up so I could see his eyes, and then I kissed his nose. “I’ll write to you when I can, and you can write back to me, too.”

He licked back and wrapped his arms around me. “I don’t wanna write. I want you to be with me.” He sniffled and pressed against me, and I could feel the tremble of tears in his muzzle.

“Shh,” I said softly, trying to keep my own emotions under wraps. “Remember, I’m a ghost. I’ll be with you, you just won’t be able to see me.”

He sniffed loudly and then looked up at me. “Really?”

“Really,” I said. “Now, you remember all that? Who are you going to meet on the shuttle?”

“Nat… Nattie? With red fur?”

“Natalia. Now let’s get you cleaned up before we go see Surion.” I held him and licked his muzzle clean, gently, as I’d seen other mothers doing to their cubs on the playground.
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“You’re going where?” Surion didn’t look particularly bright with his muzzle hanging open.

“Shuttleport,” I repeated tersely, helping Perrin into his heat webbing. “Perrin’s going off planet.”

“But … but…”

I opened the door to let Perrin out. He had a small bag with some clothes, some of his wax pencils, and a few mementos. “You can come with us, or you can go tell Rosson. But I suspect he already knows.”

“Tell … look, just because we’re sort of related…” His denial was weak and unconvincing, and trailed off when he saw my expression.

Perrin was climbing into the transport. I stepped close to Surion and hissed, “He’s been wanting me to get rid of Perrin for months. Well, now I am. Like I said, he probably already knows. But if he doesn’t…” I was glad to see the expression of tortured indecision on Surion’s muzzle. “Well, we’re leaving now. I’m sure Rosson won’t mind being told after the fact.”

The expression of indecision stayed there as he stood in the doorway watching me back out of the garage, long after he could have made a decision that would matter. Rosson did know already, I was sure, but Surion didn’t know that. It wouldn’t matter, anyway.

The only place they could have stopped us was at the exit to the Vishon compound, which was almost never guarded. I gripped the wheel a little more tightly as I rounded the corner, but the exit stood wide open, looking the same as ever. Sherfon, looking bored, waved me through with a casual swipe of his paw, and then we were in the city.

I was doing a good job focusing on the tasks at hand. Get to the shuttle terminal, get to the waiting area. Hand off Perrin, and then … then I could worry about the rest.

I tried to keep hold of Perrin’s paw during the ride and smile at him when I could. The streets around the shuttle terminal were crowded with transports and pedestrians, come to get off world or just watch enviously. We got to within a hundred yards of the designated parking area and then inched forward. I know it took about half an hour to cover that space, but because I was trying hard not to think about leaving Perrin, and because time likes to fold up when you’d prefer it stretch out, it seemed to be only five minutes later that we were pulling into the large open lot.

Most of the people who were leaving had not driven their own transports, so the lot was relatively empty. The few who had driven were obviously not used to driving, and more than once I had to dodge another transport that was careening dangerously close. After several minutes of this, I found a place to leave the transport where I was reasonably sure it wouldn’t get demolished. Perrin and I walked through the snow to the covered walkway that led to the shuttle terminal in silence.

Once inside, I looked around at the large hall with the ticket counters. This particular shuttle held about five hundred, and it looked as though they were all checking in at the last minute. I found one of the terminal employees, a decrepit-looking raccoon who yawned as he walked over in response to my paw gesture.

“I’ve got a cub who’ll be traveling unaccompanied,” I said. “Where’s the special check-in for him?”

“Yah. Counter twenty-eight, end of the second row there.” He stifled another yawn and waited patiently to see if there would be any more questions.

“Thanks.” Keeping a tight grip on Perrin’s paw, I navigated the crowd and made my way to the counter, which was marked “Special Assistance.” We stood behind a wolf with a limp and a blind fox being helped to the counter by one of the terminal employees, and watched the painfully slow process as they were checked in. I scanned the crowd. No bears in sight. Three wolves off to the side, one jet black, who didn’t seem to be waiting for anyone nor waiting in any line. They looked sleek and professional, and when one caught my eye, he looked away again quickly.

“Hi, may I help you?” The blind fox had shuffled off, and we were facing the agent behind the counter. She was an older wolf, but still kept a bright smile. Her name tag read “Montana.”

“Hi, Montana.” I handed her the ticket and glanced around again at the wolves. They were scanning the crowd too, it looked like. “This is Marchal.”

She peered over the counter at Perrin. “Oh, going on a trip all by yourself? You are a big wolf, aren’t you?”

Perrin glanced at me with a downcast expression. “I guess so.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll take good care of you.” She tapped a few keys on her terminal and kept chattering. “We’ve got three other wolf cubs on this flight, and you’ll be in with them. You’ll have your own bed and there’ll be a monitor staying with you.” She looked down at Perrin again. “A monitor is like a temporary mommy.”

He glanced up at me and rolled his eyes. I gave him a reassuring smile and patted his ears.

“How far can I go with him?” I asked her.

“Just to the pre-boarding area. The bus will take them from there to the shuttle. The children go out on an early bus, which leaves in … an hour. Plenty of time. Joren here will take you to the pre-boarding area where the other children are.” A smiling uniformed raccoon had walked up to the desk.

He looked at the bag Perrin was clutching. “Just taking that one bag? No other luggage?” Perrin shook his head.

Montana tapped a couple more keys. “Okay. Then let me just print this out, and you’ll be all set.” The printer chattered away. Perrin squeezed my paw, and I squeezed back. Montana pulled something out of the printer, then handed the ticket back with her stamped authorization and the printed pass. “There you go. Enjoy the trip.”

I nudged Perrin until he said “thank you.” We walked along behind Joren, whose ringed tail bounced behind him as he walked, in marked contrast to both our tails. He led us down a narrow corridor with a crowd of other people, then turned down a hallway away from most of the crowd, following a sign that read “Pre-Boarding.”

“You’re going to have fun,” he said. “I’ve never known a cub who didn’t end up having a good time on the shuttle.” He glanced back at me. “We take really good care of them. Natalia’s the best.”

“I know, I’ve talked to her. Well, exchanged messages.” I couldn’t muster a smile. My fur was prickling. The air currents from the building’s circulation meant that I couldn’t tell who was behind us, or more than twenty feet in front of us. I hated buildings like this. Narrow, cramped, confining, and to make it worse, they circulate the air so the scents all merge in a fog.

“She’s—huh, that’s strange.” Joren had stopped in front of a maintenance access door. He reached for the handle. “There’s not supposed to be—”

He never finished his sentence. The door swung sharply open, smashing his muzzle and dropping him to the floor. I barely registered the blood from his broken muzzle before my eyes were drawn back upwards to the huge white shape emerging from behind the door.

Herkon.

He let the door swing shut and crossed to the opposite side of the corridor in two steps, leaning against the wall casually. His gun was leveled at my chest, his sneering muzzle fixed on mine. He didn’t even spare Joren a glance.

“Hello, Wolf.” He spat out my name. “You see, you’re not the only one who can solve problems. I’m about to solve this one permanently.”

Perrin had shrunk back against me. I pulled him back behind me, where he peered around my leg, trembling. I was much calmer than I’d thought I would be, myself.

“You’re going to solve a problem, but not the one you think you will.” I edged back a bit myself, wanting to stay out of his reach. Five feet was a little too close.

“I’m going to solve all sorts of problems today.” He was smiling, an ugly grimace made uglier by his obvious delight at the situation.

I shook my head. “I so wanted you to be here. And now that you are, I wish you hadn’t come.”

“Wanted…” The first trace of uncertainty crept into his expression, replaced immediately by anger. “You didn’t know! You thought you were hiding the shuttle ticket from us!”

I was still holding Perrin’s paw. I gave it a reassuring squeeze to let him know not to worry. I hadn’t told him about this part because I wasn’t sure I’d be able to get him in the terminal if I had. “Yes, the shuttle ticket. Didn’t you think it was a little too easy when Rosson handed you the map of the terminal, with this maintenance corridor marked and a convenient terminal inside where you could monitor check-ins to see when we’d be coming along?”

He looked blank. “Rosson … set it all up for me.”

“And I set it up for him, only he didn’t realize it. He set you up, Herkon.” I was disgusted with him, and still hated him for what he’d done to Lukon, but couldn’t help feeling a little sorry for him. Not much, though. “This was your last test, and he didn’t really expect you to pass. Not after you failed all the others.”

“Failed…” he echoed, and then his muzzle contorted in an ugly snarl of rage. “I’ll show you failure!” He drew the gun level with my chest and squeezed the trigger three times in succession.

Three shots echoed through the corridor. Perrin let go of my paw and clapped his own over his ears, letting out a frightened cry and dropping to the ground. I flinched and flattened my ears, but otherwise stood my ground.

Herkon stared at my unmarred white chest in disbelief, then down at the gun. When he looked back up, I gave him a crooked smile. “You can’t hurt me. Didn’t you know? I’m a spook.”

Perrin was looking up at me in shock and horror, but I patted his ears. “I’m okay, Perrin,” I said quietly.

Herkon threw the gun down. “I still trust my own paws,” he growled, but his eyes flickered as he started forward.

“I rather think that will be enough of that,” said a smooth voice behind me. Herkon froze, and I glanced back. The three wolves I’d seen in the main hall were advancing down the corridor, guns out and trained on Herkon.

“I thought it might be you,” I said conversationally to the black one, who was advancing in the lead. He nodded once but didn’t take his eyes from Herkon. Inwardly, I sighed. Nice to work with true professionals.

Herkon’s eyes slid back to me as he realized what was going on. “You… traitor. Traitor!” He yelled it, and took a step toward me.

The black wolf stepped easily in front of me. He was at least half a foot taller than I was, and very muscular. Even so, he had to look up to meet Herkon’s gaze, but his easy, confident manner gave the bear pause, even if the gun—a very large, imposing gun—didn’t. “I said, I think that will be enough.”

The other two were hanging back to cover him. I picked Perrin up and took a step back so that I could see Herkon’s face. “Rosson set us both up,” I said quietly. “He wanted to see if you were a true threat, and he wanted to get rid of the cub. I’m sure he said something to you about Callon, just to see what you’d do. The number one thing you should not have done was kill him quickly and obviously—exactly what you did. Next, he pitted you against me, trying to get rid of Perrin. You managed to bungle that, too, not only failing to get rid of the cub, but killing a well-liked citizen in the process.

“I think Rosson figured that if you were a legitimate threat to run the Family, he might step down before you took him down. Maybe stay on as an advisor or something. That didn’t quite work out. By setting you against me, he made pretty sure that if you weren’t a threat, you’d be taken care of.” It wasn’t arrogance; it was simple fact. Rosson had gauged Herkon’s intelligence, and had sent him on a mission with only two possible results. Either Herkon would somehow kill me and Perrin, in which case Rosson would likely have him handed over to the enforcers, or, more likely, I would take care of him and the cub would go off-planet. And then when I got back…? It didn’t really matter to me.

Herkon was gaping at me. “Taken care of?”

I gestured to the wolves. “And so you are.”

“You’ve betrayed your Family!” He growled it, his voice nearly as deep in rage as Rosson’s. In the small corridor, it resonated and made my ears flick. I saw the same behavior in the other wolves.

“My family?” I said softly. “They betrayed me first.”

The maintenance door creaked slowly open, and a large figure stepped through into the corridor. All of our eyes, except Herkon’s, had to travel upwards to see his muzzle. His amber eyes took in the situation in a moment, lingering on me as they swept the corridor. Whiskers twitched ever so slightly, and he moved with feline grace to stand beside Herkon. The black stripes in his orange fur creased as his muzzle broke into a smile.

“I see that things are as promised.” His voice wasn’t deep, but it was low and soft, and yet sharp beneath the softness. “Excellent.”

The black wolf bobbed his head to the tiger. “Mr. Rin.”

“Hallo, Krin. Well done.” The tiger’s tail lashed slowly in the air. “Now, shall we get this brute back to our quarters? I believe I saw a gurney somewhere.”

One of the other wolves piped up. “Down the maintenance hall, in the closet. We left it there.”

“Excellent.” The tiger purred and stroked a claw along Herkon’s muzzle. “We have so much to say to each other. Shall we get started?”

Herkon stammered, the bravado gone from him. “N-no. You can’t. They’ll come after me. They’ll avenge me.”

The tiger had already started to shake his head, but I spoke up first. “Only Rosson knows you’re here, Herkon. Nobody else. And he didn’t expect you to come back.”

They gagged him and tried to drag him down the corridor, but he resisted—he had his bulk, at least. Mr. Rin grew impatient quickly, and produced a hypodermic from somewhere that sent Herkon to sleep in minutes. I turned away from the struggle, holding Perrin so that he couldn’t see either. The wolves dragged him into the maintenance tunnel without taking too much care, and soon they could no longer be heard, and it was just the tiger, Perrin, the unconscious raccoon, and me.

The tiger looked at me speculatively. “You risked much.”

I held Perrin tighter. “I had to be sure he would be safe.”

“Blanks in the gun, I suppose?”

“Yes. I switched them this morning. The armorer never noticed.”

He nodded. “I do wish he hadn’t fired. We had to keep security out of here while we wrapped up operations. Needless exposure.”

“It made for a nice effect. Scared him, kept him off balance.”

“I suppose.” He looked around, and then pressed a button on a small device. “Five minutes and we’ll be done,” he said crisply into it.

I stared at it jealously. It was a better phone than I’d ever seen. He noticed my stare and smiled. “We would be much happier if you didn’t go back to your old work, of course.”

“Are you offering…” I paused, not believing it.

His smile faded. “Oh, of course not. Not with your…” he paused, gesturing at my white fur and my pink eyes, and then said, “history. Security risk. We just don’t like them having any advantages.”

Suddenly I didn’t want to look at him any more. I leaned against the wall. “I have to. Otherwise he’ll come after me.”

He shrugged. “As you like. I do not expect we will speak again.” And then he was gone, slipped into the darkness like a shadow.

I dropped to my knees and let Perrin down, but he still clung to me while I examined Jaron. His muzzle was broken in a couple places, but the bleeding seemed to have stopped. He was breathing through his open mouth. I decided not to move him.

“Daddy,” Perrin started. “What—?”

I shook my head and hugged him. “Doesn’t matter. You’re going to be safe now, and—and so am I. I’m sorry for putting you through this.”

He hugged me back tightly, and together we sat and waited for security.
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“Jaron’s going to be okay,” the attendant came over to tell us. “You asked, so I thought I’d let you know.”

I nodded. “Good. I’m sorry for what happened.”

“We’ll be boarding the cubs in just a minute, so say your goodbyes.” He said it routinely, but not unkindly. All over the room, sniffles and sobs were rising through the general commotion. There seemed to be about ten cubs in all, five of whom were being dropped off by parents.

“This is it, kiddo.” I knelt to look at Perrin. “Remember, I love you. I always will.”

He threw his arms around me and kissed me, and whined softly. “I wish you could come.”

“I’ll be with you. Remember that too.” Just five more minutes, I told myself, and then I can let go.

We held each other for a while longer, and then the attendant came by to collect Perrin. I watched him get on the bus, waved goodbye to him through the window, and watched the bus disappear around the corner.

The other parents were pressed to the long window, spaced at respectful intervals. The ones nearest me backed away slowly from the glass, still watching the spot where the bus had vanished, and beyond them, in the corner of the room, was a male wolf, his muzzle still pressed to the glass. He turned to look at me, and I felt my fur prickle.

It was Perrin’s dead father. His eyes bored into mine, and I couldn’t look away. He didn’t have a voice, but his expression was the same pleading one he’d worn when I’d seen him.

“I did what I could,” I whispered. “He’s safe now. I did everything I could.”

A paw on my shoulder made me jump. The female wolf who’d approached me jumped back too. She was small, about my size, grey-furred with a dark stripe down the middle of her forehead and dark tips to her ears.

“I’m sorry!” she said quickly. “Some of the parents are going to get a drink and talk about our children.” She gestured to a mixed group that was slowly filing out of the room. “I—I thought maybe you might…”

I shook my head. “Thank you. No.” I looked around at the far corner of the room. Perrin’s father was gone. A male wolf was walking toward the exit. Had I mistaken him for a ghost? He looked similar, but not the same.

“All right.” She took a few steps away, then turned back and said, “He’ll be all right, you know. Of course we all want to go with them, but the important thing is they’ll have better lives.”

“Yeah,” I said. I watched her leave.

“So now you’re seeing things too, eh, Boss?” Lukon’s voice rumbled through my imagination again, as though he were sitting next to me.

“Not you, fortunately.”

“Why didn’t you go on the shuttle?”

“You know how Rosson is.”

“That’s not the reason, is it, Boss? What’s keeping you here?”

“Nothing,” I snapped, so loudly one of the attendants looked over. I lowered my voice and faced the window. “It’s safest for him.”

“Him, Boss? Or you?”

“Go away.”

“I’m already gone. So is he. So you got everything you wanted, right? No attachments. Back to your normal life.”

“Go away!” I snarled, panting with the effort to keep the tears back.

“Boss, if you want me gone so much, why do you keep bringing me back?”

And then I finally let it out. Like some of the other parents had, I broke down and cried, surprising myself with the force of the emotion I felt. I’d been holding it back all day—all month, in fact—and telling myself that I’d feel better when everything was back to normal. And now everything was back to normal. So what was the problem?

The problem was, I didn’t feel better, and I didn’t like normal. I didn’t want to go back to my old life. I wanted Lukon back. I wanted Perrin back. I felt weak, and I didn’t care.

It occurred to me, as I tried and failed to stop the tears from flowing, that I had been presented with a test and had failed as surely as Herkon had. I remembered now what Jecin had told me, that sometimes you can change the course of your life. I hadn’t understood then, and only now, when it was too late, did I fully grasp his meaning. I could have gotten another ticket, braved the wrath of Rosson, and gone with Perrin off planet. It would not just have been better for him; it would have been better for me.

But it would have meant admitting that he meant enough to me to take a risk. It would have meant admitting that I had a connection to the world, and I hadn’t been able to do that until now. I cursed the intricacies of my nature that had held back the revelation until it was too late, cursed the parents who had left me, cursed the Family that had betrayed me and the family I had just given up. And I cursed myself for my weakness. More than anything, I ached to hold Perrin one more time, to see that look in his eyes, and to know that I could bring a smile to his muzzle. I wanted to hold him at night and watch his eyes close and feel him relax, knowing that I could keep him safe. I wanted to watch him play on the playgrounds and grow up to be tall, outgoing, happy, and a host of other things I had never been and would never be.

And when I had exhausted my tears and thought to look up, ears and tail flat in embarrassment, I realized that I hadn’t heard the shuttle lift off yet. I couldn’t see it from this room, but one of the attendants, who wore a knowing, sympathetic smile, told me I could go to the regular waiting area, which had a view of the shuttle.

I stalked the corridors, following the signs without seeing them. As I rejoined the main corridor, I heard a gasp behind me and was hit with a scent I knew, but couldn’t quite place. I turned.

A lemming had flattened himself against the wall, shivering at the sight of me. He was dressed in a long coat and was clutching a ticket in his hand so tightly that it was crumpled.

“Y-you,” he panted, and then I remembered him. The lemming from the rooftop. The one that got away.

I’d given up chasing him two months back, when Callon died. But he couldn’t have known that. And here he was, only yards from freedom, when I appeared in front of him like a ghost, scaring him senseless.

I took a step toward him, intending to tell him that I wasn’t going to chase him any more, but he shuddered violently and squeaked, and took off down the corridor.

“Wait!” I yelled, and ran after him before I knew what I was doing. I caught him easily and spun him around.

“Don’tdon’tdon’tkillme!” he chattered. “Herehere! You can have anything! Just leave me alone!” He thrust his ticket out at me.

I took it reflexively, and he took off again, apparently thinking that that constituted acceptance of his offer. I didn’t chase him this time, just stood there staring at the ticket.

I couldn’t use it, of course. It had his name on it, and his species. I couldn’t pass for a lemming even in pitch darkness. But … I started walking back toward the waiting area … would they check before we were on the shuttle? I had some credits in my account. The shuttle crew probably wasn’t above a bribe to overlook an inconsistency in the tickets.

It was risky, sure. I could get in a lot of trouble for it. But none of that seemed important anymore. What was real to me, what mattered, was there on the shuttle. Without it, I was nothing but a ghost anyway.

I started to run for the waiting area, the ticket clutched in my paw like a lifeline. I could almost hear Lukon chuckling beside me. Maybe, I thought as I ran, a ghost doesn’t have to be someone who used to be real. Maybe he can be someone who’s just trying to figure out how.
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