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"Don't forget the office party tomorrow night!" Joshua called to Sydnie as she deactivated her work lights.

Sydnie pulled on her charcoal gray coat and wrapped her amber scarf over her long, scythe-shaped ears. "I won't."

"We'll be giving out awards for the couples with the best themed outfits, too, so make sure you and your partner dress to complement each other!"

With her back already turned to her coworker, Sydnie didn't bother hiding her grimace. It was more difficult to keep her ears from sagging. "I'll do my best," she promised with as much cheer as she could muster, slipping her hands into her pockets and heading for the door. "Good evening."

"Have a good one."

Once outside, the Tam-illee foxine leaned against the cold wall of her building. She stared morosely at her reflection in a nearby window, a humanoid shape bundled in heavy clothing, her almost completely human face and eyes betrayed by the slight hint of gold fur and the vulpine ears. She turned her gaze to the overcast December sky.

"'I'll do my best'," she said to herself. "Ha! I'll be doing my best if I even show up."

The corner of Hope and Tammerlane glittered in the sunset, snow freshly arranged in skirts around the office buildings of the city's tech corridor. A golden or silver light burned in every window, and many of the skyscrapers' lower floors had been decorated with evergreen boughs or strings of colored lights. Absently aware of how her breaths left her flared nostrils in ticklish plumes, Sydnie began to walk along the half-buried sidewalk. Faint music plagued her sensitive ears, ferreting beneath the scarf's inadequate protection; her golden fur stood on end in the chill, even beneath the heavy woolen coat.

Sydnie studied the IRISc skyscraper as she trudged through the snow, admiring the tasteful arrangement of pinpoint white lights against the cool gray marble of its facade. It reminded her of the decorations at the Esterby House, where she'd roomed for the four years of her education. Memories of helping 'Mama' Joanna drag in the Christmas tree brought a smile to her very abbreviated muzzle, and the Tam-illee suppressed a chuckle. By the time all her 'sisters' had finished adding their holiday paraphernalia, the house could have sauntered out of a religious nightmare. They'd managed to marry the yule log, menorah, and celestial quadranta, but Relashcha's weapons altar had seemed quite out-of-place beside the holographic starfield and the icon of Mother Mary…

The sharp tang of spruce resin almost choked her when she gulped in her unexpected, dejected whine. Embarrassed at her lapse into self-pity, Sydnie quickened her pace. Despite her determination, walking to Ecliptic Arms required an extra ten minutes with snow and holiday traffic. Lead weights could have been attached to her legs by the time she pulled herself up the stairs to her apartment, knuckles aching as they grasped the frosted metal of the banister.

"Sydnie Unfound, let me in!" she called from the top of the stairwell, hearing the unlock chime even as she began to undo her scarf. The door slid open for her, spilling yellow light onto the tired gray crete and walls, and warmth and the aroma of baking bread rushed out to enfold her as she stepped inside. Moments later her scarf and coat landed on the couch and her boots thumped haphazardly onto the mat next to the door.

"I'm home," she said, pausing next to the couch. Her voice echoed forlornly in the emptiness of her three-room apartment. The combination kitchen and den with its floor-to-ceiling window had only two pieces of furniture: a couch perpendicular to the empty fireplace and a stool beneath the counter. Her bedroom, darkened still, repeated the barren theme. Rolling her bottom lip between her teeth, Sydnie sighed into the silence and walked to the poster opposite the door. She touched the rim of it, the gold finish worn matte by her attentions. Today it displayed the 'Opus #2' painting commonly attributed to Beryl Warren, one of the Tam-illee's favorites.

Sydnie contemplated the painting for a few moments, then shook off her reverie and started for the utility closet. "Kitchen, what's the status of challah?"

"The challah should be ready in two hours," a pleasant female's alto replied.

"I assume the cookie dough is chilled, too?"

"Affirmative."

Sydnie's ears flipped back as she hauled the heavy box of ornaments out of the closet, then grinned in the direction of the kitchen. "Good enough. Chirp when the bread is done, please?"

"Very well."

A stray thought caused her to hesitate, straightening over the box and shaking her gold bangs out of her eyes. "Computer, what's the status of my finances?"

"Rent and utilities for January have been detracted today."

The tips of her ears blushed as she asked, "Do I have enough for a D-per?"

"You will not have enough for a D-per for another two years at present earning rate."

Sydnie wrinkled her nose, tail dipping in disappointment. One of the new model digital personalities might have been a nice holiday gift to herself, just in time to provide the kind of company she had become accustomed to at Esterby House. A D-per might not be able to accompany her to an office party, but at least it would break the oppressive silence. The Tam-illee opened her mouth to request music when a muffled sound drew her gaze to the window.

In the snowy garden walk between Orion building and the front gate, antigrav sleds were being guided toward the stairs to her floor. Sydnie watched in fascination. Ecliptic didn't award new resident contracts until the equinoxes, but the parade beneath her window sled was unmistakably led by movers.

"Computer, do we have a new resident?"

"Confirmed. Betelguese is now occupied."

Sydnie frowned. "Betelguese? That's on this floor, right? Orion..."

"Orion-eight."

"That's the apartment diagonal from mine!" Sydnie exclaimed, turning her attention back to the window. A pale gold bureau slid by beneath her. Her ears pricked forward. "Could you chime when the movers are done? I'd like to go meet whoever it is."

"Very well."

"And play some music, please. Some of the carols for the Order of the Universe celebration."

The computer chimed, and a duet for male and female filled the empty apartment. With her nose filled with the scent of egg bread and her ears with songs praising the wonder of a universe that could be understood through science, the Tam-illee foxine turned her attention to her ornaments with better cheer.
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A resonant chord later interrupted 'Electron Clouds', an instrumental for harp, piano and flute. Sydnie steadied herself against the wall, balancing on the ladder, and asked, "Is that the bread?"

"Negative. The movers have vacated the premises."

The vixen bit her lip, ears sagging. Half her ceiling now dangled six- and seven-pointed stars of various sizes in brushed gold and silver, and she could have the other half ready in time for supper if she continued working. Her aching back decided for her. Sydnie descended the ladder, leaving the box of stars atop it. A few minutes in the kitchen and she'd packed a small basket with some fruit and vegetables and dip. After some deliberation, she added a bag of sugar and a smaller bag of Tam-illee merrynut flour, fine-ground. All of Ecliptic's kitchens were equipped with real stove-tops and ovens, something Sydnie had never seen until traveling to Earth. Since then, cooking had become one of her hobbies, and the novelty hadn't quite dissipated.

Armed with her care package, Sydnie stopped to pull on her boots and throw her amber scarf and coat on before venturing out her door. The breeze had chilled with the falling sun; even running the few score feet to Orion-eight sent blood rushing to her face and ears. Panting out white fog, Sydnie pressed her palm to the doorside, opening her mouth to call her name. She almost tumbled over the threshold when the door slid open without awaiting authorization. Startled, the Tam-illee vixen peeked inside. The unmistakable sound of a live piano greeted her as she hesitantly stepped out of the cold.

"Hello?" she called. Receiving no answer, she took another tentative step, craning her head past the kitchen toward the broad window. She could see a broad black flank reflected in its surface against the darkening sky. Gathering herself, she walked around the counter.

Beside the window, the slender, aesthetically flared shape of a grand piano with its top lifted halfway sang beneath the fingers of an Eldritch. Like something carved of plaster, the humanoid had skin the color of snow and matching hair that fell in straight sheets to his waist. Only the beads in his hair broke the coloration formed by white linen blouse, white brocade tabard, white breeches: two intricate braids winked as they swung beside his sharply planed face, one woven with opalescent crystals set in silver, the other with tiny silver balls. His ethereal grace registered at the same time the impossibility of his presence did. Eldritch did not leave their world.

The melody halted abruptly at Sydnie’s gasp, the male’s long fingers stopped as if broken. Sydnie barely noticed the platinum signet ring before his silver eyes stole all her attention, so polite, curious, and alien.

"P-pardon," Sydnie said, mortified. "I didn't mean to just walk in on you...I saw you moving in, and you're my neighbor. I thought I would...say hello." She smiled, trying to keep her golden tail from trembling. "My name is Sydnie."

"Sydnie," the Eldritch said, his voice a smooth baritone with a slight, liquid accent. "Sydnie. Is that all? No family name?"



She cleared her throat. "That's...not quite how we do it. When we leave adolescence, we are allowed to choose our Foundname. After something we think's important to us. People who haven't chosen say just their birth names, or add 'Unfound' to their names."

“‘We'...that would be...mmm. Not Seersa. Are you Tam-illee?"

Sydnie nodded, curiosity deepening. An Eldritch on Earth, moving in off-season, with so little knowledge of the Alliance he’d left his world to see? "That's right." She tapped her knees and essayed a grin for him. "Plantigrade feet and no coat-shedding."

The Eldritch stood and bowed, his hair hissing over his shoulders to frame his face and upper body. "Lesandurel Meriaen Jisiensire."

Sydnie watched, transfixed at the abnormal grace of the male. Her ears burned. "I'm pleased to meet you, Le... Lesandurel. I brought you a welcome basket...."

White brows rose over his silver eyes, and the first smile she'd seen on his face curved the corners of his mouth. Relieved at the reaction, Sydnie offered it to him. When he did not move to take it, her ears and tail began to sag in worry. They stood in uncomfortable silence until the foxine abruptly understood her error and gasped. "Oh, no! I'm too close to you, aren't I?" she said, just as he said, "I'm sorry, it's terrible of me to just stand here...."

Their eyes met and they laughed. Sydnie put the basket on the counter and said, "There, that's better I think."

"I'm sorry," Lesandurel repeated, chagrin tainting his voice. "I expect you to know all about my people while obviously knowing nothing of yours, not even your naming customs."

"But I do know about Eldritch...at least, as much as there is to know," Sydnie said, "I should have remembered about close contact." She flushed so hard she was certain he could see it straight through her pelt. "I'm sorry, Lesandurel. Please let me make it up to you? I have fresh bread just about ready for eating, and some cheese and hot chocolate, if you're interested."

"I would like that," he said. "I shall bring my own gift, then."

He pulled a heavy, voluminous mist-gray cloak off a chair and clipped it with a silver brooch. The Eldritch glided to the fireplace, picking up a bundle of wood, and returned to the door. Wood? Was he actually thinking of using the fireplace? Shaking her head, the Tam-illee said, "I'm across the way, in Rigel."

He followed her at a polite distance into the warm, sweet-smelling haven of her apartment. Sydnie ducked into the kitchen to check the bread.

"Did you also just move in?" Lesandurel asked from the living room.

Startled, Sydnie glanced toward the center of the room where the Eldritch stood, gazing at the broad empty walls. "I...no. I've been here since the autumnal equinox. That was a few months ago." She sniffed the bread, then pricked the crust gently with a nail. Pleased at the golden flakes collected on her finger, she grabbed the mitts next to the oven.

"What are the stars for?"

"They're to celebrate the Order of the Universe."

He said, "A religious holiday, then."

She could have been imagining the discomfort in his voice. Sydnie carefully lifted the bread from the oven and touched the door-panel with her toe as she turned toward the counter. "No... well, sort of? It's a secular holiday that falls at the end of the year. Some people use it as a sort of...Christmas substitute, I guess, but a lot of people celebrate it in tandem with their own religious holidays. It's about how underneath all the seeming chaos of the universe, there are scientific laws that bind everything together into a great harmony. Part of the celebration is that we are capable of understanding that there is a harmony, and every day we discover more of it."

When she glanced up from the bread, the intensity of Lesandurel’s stare sent a flush tingling along her ears. She cleared her throat and said, "I'll get the hot chocolate."

He had turned away by the time she’d pulled the mugs off the top shelf of the overhanging cupboard; now he studied her poster. She sneaked surreptitious looks at him while she melted the stick of raspberry chocolate and stirred in the frothed milk. Pouring the results into two mugs, the Tam-illee prepared a tray with them as well as the steaming challah and a round of fresh, pale cheese. She walked into the living room, golden tail swaying behind her for balance.

"I like this painting," the Eldritch said, voice low.

Sydnie stopped halfway across the room.

He glanced over his shoulder, one corner of his mouth upturned. "I don't understand it, but I like it. 'Opus #2'?"

"It's about Joseph Shandlin." Sydnie licked her upper lip as the accustomed sobriety rose to dry her mouth. If Lesandurel hadn't even known whether she was Tam-illee or Seersa, he certainly wouldn't know the details of their history. "The silhouette of the man conducting is Shandlin, the man who engineered us. That's why his arms are lifted to the DNA strands that are spiraling up. The stars in the background are the Alliance, what he never dreamed he would accidentally create simply by wanting to make people like us. And the eyes above it all are Holly's, the leader of the revolution that resulted in our exodus from Earth. She was the first of the catlike line Project Homefront developed, the next DNA project they took on after their first experiments with the foxlike line that eventually created the Seersa and the Tam-illee. That's why 'Opus #2'."

Lesandurel said nothing, then he turned his face slightly to address her over his shoulder. "You're searching for yourself, aren't you?"

Blanching, Sydnie fought her hands as they clenched the edges of the tray.

Before she could answer, he continued. "The history of my people is almost entirely a mystery. Indeed, we have kept it that way so vehemently that many of the details of it have been lost." Had he been discussing the finish of the poster frame, his voice would not have been more ordinary. He was staring at the silhouette of Joseph Shandlin. "They say that God is in the details." He turned to look at her. "I am two hundred and forty-two years old, and I have reached the point where I will learn no more about myself until I learn about my people and how they came about. That is how I know you. I too, am looking for myself. Here, on Earth... where I suspect the answers lie."

Sydnie trembled, rooted to the floor where she stood. She'd forgotten the tray entirely except as a weight she could clutch. It required a few long breaths before the Tam-illee could organize her thoughts and gain the equanimity to answer. Even so, her voice trembled on the first few words. "I came here four and a half years ago, to go to the University of Saint Cloud and find my name. I've always been fascinated with the stories of the revolution on Earth, and Holly and Joy, and how the races left on the generation ships. I've always wanted to know why he did it. Why he made us. What he was thinking. I guess he's the closest thing we have to a creator. I want to feel close to whatever made me, even if it is mortal."

"Looking for God," Lesandurel said, "And finding humans."

She stared as he drew closer, and her breath caught in her throat when he stopped directly across from her, only the tray's breadth separating them. His long hands folded over its edges so close to hers she could feel the heat of his skin. Every hair on her body stood on end, a tension she could see matched his from the taut strands of his neck.

"Why?" she asked, her voice dropping near a whisper. "Why do you suggest... you say... you might find answers here..." She drew in a deep breath and finished, "Why are you telling me?"

Lesandurel pried the tray gently from her and set it on the beige carpet across from the couch. She noticed that despite the even tone of his words, his hands shook. The Eldritch crouched beside the fireplace and cut open the bundle of wood, piling the logs on the grate. "Because I couldn't help trusting someone who celebrates the lack of chaos in the universe. Because... because I need help. You could say I am also looking for my Foundname."

Sydnie couldn't help giggling. At his quizzical glance, she said, "I'm just trying to imagine you adding another name to yours. It's already so long!"

The Eldritch grinned. "Maybe I'll just replace one of the old ones. We'll see. But I like your stars, and I like what they say. Are you done hanging them?"

"Not yet," Sydnie replied, lifting her cup of hot chocolate and cradling it in fingers still numb.

"Would you like help?"

"Only if you'll stay to celebrate the holiday with me."

Lesandurel smiled. "A happier bargain I've never struck."

Sydnie watched as he lit the fire. The visual contrast of the orange flame and his white clothing and skin struck her abruptly. Silver eyes, white hair, white skin, white clothing, silver jewelry... didn't she have a golden dress from a party long ago, freshman year? A dress that matched her golden pelt, the golden head-hair, her golden eyes? She thought of themed couples and a smile slowly spread over her mouth.

"I don't suppose you're at all interested in parties...?"

He glanced over his shoulder at her. "I have never been to a Terran party."

Sydnie started to giggle. Joshua, she thought, was going to be very surprised.
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